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 During the last decade, Chilean high school students have exploded into the international 
spotlight for social organizing. They also have managed to achieve significant changes in some 
of the major educational policies governing their schools. In this work I examine how student 
political mobilization affects the ways in which these young people learn to be citizens inside 
and outside of public high schools. I also explore the implications of these processes for 
democratic citizenship education. 
Drawing on a year of ethnographic fieldwork in a public high school located in Chile’s 
capital city of Santiago, I analyze the main citizenship education practices in which these high 
school students engaged. I examine these practices as they occur within schools – namely, those 
related with the national curriculum for citizenship education and the varied ways in which it is 
implemented, appropriated and resisted – as well as in the streets – specifically, practices in 
which these young people engage in the course of their participation in student movements. I 
also focus on the different ways in which Chilean students make use of history in order to learn 
 
 
new ways of enacting their citizenship, exploring how these high schoolers’ relationships with 
the past and the future are significant for educational and political processes.  
This work reaches three main conclusions, all of them significant for researchers and 
educators interested in citizenship education. First, civic engagement takes varied forms and 
discourses of youth apathy obscure several of these forms as well as the material obstacles that 
hinder youth civic engagement. Second, high school students actively participate in the constant 
production of the state, not only as participants in social movements, but also in their everyday 
lives within their high schools. Third, that one of the main ways in which students participate of 
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College and Columbia University. I would like to thank Juliette De Wolfe, Daniel Friedrich, and 
Claudio Lomnitz for all the support they provided, and their contributions in shaping my ideas 
and reinforcing my commitments. I am especially grateful for professor George Bond, who 
taught me in one semester more about social theory than I have learned in several years. 
Although his sad passing prevented me from learning more from him, the words he spoke to me 
the last time we saw each other remained at the core of my dissertation: “Never forget about 
history.” I was also privileged to work closely with professor Ray McDermott, who greatly 
influenced my ideas about culture and historical production. He also showed me that a true 
scholar is not one who only cares about ideas, but one who cares about life, and that a professor’s 
vi 
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with my run-on sentence addiction (and for preventing this dissertation from sounding like 
Christopher Walken wrote it), and more than that, for being a fantastic friend throughout this 
whole process. And a very special thanks to Rachael Stephens, my doppelgänger, editor and 
without a doubt the peer, colleague, and friend from whom I learned (and keep learning) the 
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It was an April afternoon like any other at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla high school. 
Leonel, a 17-year old student, was seated right next to me. Most of his classmates were working 
on a stand they were going to present at the school’s Book Fair, but he seemed not to be in the 
mood to join them. Instead, he decided to ask me about the notes I was taking. Up to that point, I 
had been working for almost two months with this group of students, and I believed Leonel to be 
one of the more aggressive of them. It was common for him to be fighting with some of his peers 
or cursing back to the teachers when they tried to scold him. This time, however, Leonel sounded 
calm and even solemn as he started telling me about his life, aspirations, and dreams. He had 
repeated both the 6th and 7th grades because of family issues and bad grades. He wished to finish 
high school as soon as possible so he could become an automotive mechanic, and wanted to have 
three children to which he could leave as inheritance “una casa y un taller, para que lo vendan o 
lo mantengan, dejarlos bien.”1 I asked him if he would like his children to study at a public high 
school like the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla and he answered affirmatively. “En este liceo, está la 
realidad del país” he argued, even though he thought his school required “muchas ayudas.” 2 I 
conveyed my agreement, and also said how glad I was that his teachers worked so dedicatedly. 
In response, Leonel smiled and pointed to Juanelo, his Language and Communication teacher, 
who was at the other side of the classroom helping some students with the Book Fair stand. The 
high schooler explained to me how grateful he was for young teachers like Juanelo, who noticed 
that Leonel and his classmates went to school “a huevear, pero venimos con la disposición a 
                                               
1A house and an auto shop, so they can sell it or keep it, but to leave them in a good situation. 
2 In this high school, you can see the reality of the country. / A lot of support. 
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aprender.”3 According to Leonel, while Juanelo was kind and caring, he could also be strict, but 
only because he worried about his students and wanted them to be promoted. While I listened, 
Leonel interpreted his own assessment: “Yo creo que eso es porque en el 2006 estaba 
marchando en la Revolución Pingüina,” he said, “por eso nos entiende y sabe lo que queremos y 
de qué forma.”4 Without pausing, Leonel argued that older teachers were not like that, and that 
they believed students were at school just to protest and mess around, unlike Juanelo who “sabe 
a qué vamos, porque estuvo ahí también.”5 
The conversation with Leonel was striking not only because it was one of the first times 
when one of the students I was working with seemed to confide in me. It also stood out because, 
through his words, Leonel acknowledged how the massive protests in which Chilean students 
had been participating since 2006, had deeply affected the everyday life of his high school. 
Leonel also seemed to identify a shared generational experience with his teacher, even if they 
had been born almost two decades apart. Juanelo’s participation in student protests in the past 
were, for this student, evidence that he understood what students like Leonel were doing in the 
present, and what they hoped for their futures.  
Leonel was not the only one who had noted the effect of student protests on the everyday 
life of this school. A couple of days later, I was drinking coffee and walking around the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla’s backyard with Susana, the teacher in charge of the School Life Department. 
After asking me how my research was going, we started discussing the coming student 
government Executive Board’s elections. She confessed to me that she was worried because 
there was only one group of students running, unopposed. I drank a sip of my coffee and asked 
                                               
3 To mess around, but also that we want to learn. 
4 I think that is because he was demonstrating in 2006, during the Penguin Revolution. / That’s why he understands 
us and knows what we want and how. 
5 Knows why we do it, because he was there too. 
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her if this was a common situation at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. She replied this was 
something they had witnessed during the past years. According to her, it was harder for youths to 
become student representatives, because everyone who participated in student politics did it 
“desde la masa”6 and not face to face. Susana added that she believed this had been the case 
since 2011, reminding me that was the year when the Chilean Student Movement emerged in the 
public scene. “Ahí cambió todo aquí,”7 she concluded and finished her coffee. For this teacher, 
there was also a connection between student protests and what had happened with this school 
during the last years. Unlike Leonel, she saw these protests as having a problematic effect on 
how students interacted with each other. Even though it was not clear from Susana’ words what 
was the connection between these protests and the students’ behaviors, she presented this 
moment in the past both as a turning point in the history of her school and as an explanation to 
students’ actions in the present.  
I remember these two conversations vividly, and not only because they happened during 
the same week. Both also explicitly referred to a social phenomenon which, in the last decade, 
has become a new and relevant component of the high school experience in Chile: that of student 
mobilization. The conversations with Leonel and Susana showed me how they both recognized 
the impact of student protests on the everyday life of Chilean public high schools, and 
particularly theirs. Further, Leonel and Susana’s words also revealed how these two school 
actors differentially perceived and assessed the effects of student protests on high school 
students’ citizenship education. In addition to yielding new citizenship education practices, 
student political activism was changing how students and other school actors related to each 
other, and how they understood citizenship itself.  
                                               
6 As part of the masses. 
7 That was when everything changed here. 
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As an educational anthropologist in training, my response to these conversations was a 
desire to understand if “everything” had truly “changed,” how this had happened, and how it was 
still doing so. At that time, it was not yet possible for me to begin to answer these questions. 
After almost four years of living in New York City, I had returned in March of 2017 to Chile, my 
home country, and my ethnographic fieldwork was just starting. Almost three years had passed 
since then, and here are my answers. 
During the last decade, Chilean high school students have exploded into the international 
spotlight as a paradigm for social organizing among young people (Bellei and Cabalin 2013; 
García and Aguirre 2016; Williams 2015). Through massive protests in alliance with college 
students, they have managed to repeal some of the most important educational laws implemented 
in the 1980s by the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet, and have established the call for 
“Educación Pública, Gratuita y de Calidad”8 as a legitimate social demand. Secondary students’ 
actions have disrupted the “normal” functioning of school life – where classes do not meet as 
many as three months a year (Mardones and Yevenes 2018) – while advancing an agenda that 
promotes public schooling. Such disruption led to a paradox: politicians, researchers, and 
commentators sought formal spaces of citizenship education to address what they perceived as a 
lack of youth civic engagement and political participation in Chile (Castillo Peña 2016; García 
and Flores 2011). At the same time, young people saw organizing potential outside of the 
classroom and developed civic identities about participation in society beyond what classroom 
instruction could accomplish. Most would agree that their extracurricular work taught them more 
than a formal civic education curriculum, and even helped re-structure Chilean schooling to 
decrease the divide in future possibilities for public versus private school students. 
                                               
8 Free, Public and Quality Education. 
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Drawing on a year of ethnographic fieldwork (from March 2017 to March 2018) in a 
public high school located in Chile’s capital city of Santiago – the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla – 
this dissertation asks: How does student mobilization affect the ways in which young people 
learn to be citizens inside and outside of Chilean public high schools? I argue that the last decade 
of student protests has had a profound influence on Chilean public high school students’ 
citizenship education practices and that, in participating in these different citizenship education 
practices, these high school students constantly produce the political communities of which they 
are part and the state. I also claim that examining this process illustrates that civic engagement 
can take varied forms and that dominant discourses of youth apathy obscure most of these forms. 
In the rest of this introduction, I set up the elements that will allow me to answer my 
research question. I first discuss briefly how my work is located within a broader discussion 
about youth civic engagement and citizenship education. Then, I describe in detail my research 
question, my fieldwork site, my research participants, the ethnographic methods I used for this 
study, and my positionality in the field while conducting it. Next, I present the structure of my 
dissertation, detailing the main arguments and contents of each chapter, to finally conclude 
answering the most important question of all: why should anyone care about what is written in 
these pages? 
I.1 Civic engagement as a research problem. 
My dissertation is located within a broader discussion about citizenship education and 
youth studies: the question of students’ civic engagement. The renewed interest in what some 
scholars called “the return of the citizen” (Kymlicka and Norman 1994), brought new attention 
to questions about the political involvement of young people in democratic states (Youniss et al. 
2002). One of the dominant views has consistently denounced young people’s decreased civic 
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engagement and political apathy. Usually looking at expected voting turnout, electoral registries, 
and surveys, these scholars have painted a bleak image of individualistic and passive youths who 
are disengaged from social and collective issues, and who reject any kind of formal political 
participation (Sherrod, Torney-Purta and Flanagan 2010). Since the early-2000s, this perspective 
has begun to be contested by social researchers claiming that civic engagement is not gone, but 
has taken new forms instead. In order to prove this, they have presented new evidence of youth 
civic engagement, such as high levels of volunteerism and participation within social movements 
(Cunningham and Lavalette 2004; Sherrod 2013; Youniss et al. 2002). 
Although this second perspective has gained strength during the last decade, the first one 
is still dominant in both scholarship and public opinion. In this, Chile is not an exception. “Cada 
día más,” García and Flores claim, “la indiferencia social, especialmente de los más jóvenes, 
hacia la política, comienza a profundizarse”9 (García and Flores 2011, 330). Based on a United 
Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) report, Castillo Peña (2016) goes even further, arguing 
that young people are just less interested than adults in “lo político”10 (22). Although these 
claims present a paradox when contrasted with the thousands of youths that have been protesting 
in the Chilean streets during the last decade, many scholars and public commentators explain 
these demonstrations by the “lack of rationality” they perceive in these youths’ actions. 
According to Carlos Peña, President of the Diego Portales University and one of the most 
renowned Chilean intellectuals nowadays, young people’s participation in contentious politics 
are not a result of increased civic engagement, but of the youth being deluded: 
Las nuevas generaciones están huérfanas de orientación (aunque no de aplausos de 
algunos viejos que compensan así la deuda de su propio pasado). Y así carentes de 
orientación ideológica, quedan presas de sus pulsiones. En vez de contar con una 
orientación ideológica, las nuevas generaciones están convencidas de que su 
                                               
9 Every day more and more, social indifference regarding politics – especially from young people – deepens. 
10 The political. 
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subjetividad, el fervor con que abrazan una causa, la intensidad de sus creencias acerca 
de la injusticia del mundo, valida cualquier conducta…11 (Peña 2019). 
 
These discourses framing youth as apathetic and irrational are widespread throughout 
Chilean society. As it is shown in the rest of this work, I ran into them constantly while 
conducting my fieldwork. Nonetheless, my work is located at the antipodes of Peña’s position. I 
disagree with the premise that young people are apathetic or simply beguiled by “their 
subjectivities.” On the contrary, I believe these subjectivities to be an important locus of study if 
we want to assess if young people are civically engaged or not. 
As Levine (2007) reminds us, there is no real consensus among social researchers in 
terms of defining civic engagement. Further, there is no singular agreed-upon model of what a 
“good citizen” looks like (Westheimer and Kahne 2004). I argue citizenship itself, and even “lo 
politico,” are in constant contestation and redefinition, and that is through social practice that 
young people engage and participate in these processes. My work examines how this occurs in 
an educational setting and how its actors contest and redefine what citizenship means while 
navigating a context of social tension and upheaval, examining these processes through a 
theoretical framework that approaches citizenship from political, educational, and historical 
perspectives. In this way, I aim to show that the question of civic engagement should never be 
about whether it is happening and, instead, about the variety of ways in which it is constantly 
occurring. 
                                               
11 The new generations have no guidance (although they have the applause of some old people who are paying a debt 
to their own past). And thus, lacking ideological orientation, these new generations fall prey to their impulses. Instead 
of having an ideological orientation, these new generations are convinced that their subjectivities, the fervor with 
which they embrace a cause, the intensity of their beliefs about the world’s injustice, all of this validates any behavior. 
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I.2 Conducting ethnographic research in times of contention and upheaval 
As previously stated, this dissertation asks: How does student mobilization affect the 
ways in which young people learn to be citizens inside and outside of Chilean public high 
schools? In order to answer this question, I follow Levinson’s definition of citizenship as 
“constituted by the meanings, rights, and obligations of membership in publics, as well as the 
forms of agency and modalities of participation implicated by such membership” (2011, 280). I 
also operationalize my research question in three different sub-questions: 
1. How do high school students engage with the state-sponsored citizenship education 
curriculum and instructional practices they encounter at school? 
2. How do high school students draw from and exhibit citizenship while participating in 
student protests? 
3. In what ways do students’ understandings of and relationships with the Chilean state 
apparatus affect – or not – their relationship with educational institutions and with their 
peer groups? 
In order to answer my research question, I conducted twelve months of ethnographic 
fieldwork in Chile’s capital city of Santiago from March 2017 to March 2018.i My primary 
research site was the Liceo José María Muñoz Hermosilla (or, as its members called it, just Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla).ii Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla is a public high school (or, as these are known in 
Chile, a liceo) located in the Santiago Municipality.iii In 2017, this school served 766 male and 
female students, 113 of whom were of migrant origins and mostly coming from other Latin-
American countries (Dirección de Educación Ilustre Municipalidad de Santiago 2019). By the 
same year, most of the school’s students came from working class families: according to public 
records, the school’s Vulnerability Index was 72.1% for 7th and 8th grades, and 70.8% for 9th to 
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12th grades (Dirección de Educación Ilustre Municipalidad de Santiago 2018).iv This school was 
selected for this study because, in a way, it represents the history of Chilean public education, as 
it is later discussed in Chapter 2. Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla is one of the oldest – and for a long 
time, one of the most prestigious – public high schools in the country, and several renowned 
politicians, artists, and educators studied in its classrooms. Nonetheless, by the time I arrived to 
the field, this school was in the middle of a dire situation. Out of the group of sixteen high 
schools administered by the Santiago Municipality, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla had one of the 
three worst attendance rates (75.7%), offered only two formal extracurricular activities (the 
average being 15.2), and lost 34.5% of its enrolled students during the 2017 school year (the 
average being 12.3%). Further, a study conducted by the National Agency for Quality Education 
showed that, out of seven of these high schools examined during 2017, two were graded as 
performing at an insufficient level, one of these being the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla (Dirección de 
Educación Ilustre Municipalidad de Santiago 2018). Two more factors led to the selection of this 
site: 1) Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla implemented a new Citizenship Education Plan in 2017, 
mandated by the national Ministry of Education, and 2) its students had been active participants 
in the Chilean Student Movement throughout the last decade, staging several demonstrations and 
school occupations. For these reasons, I anticipated this site would provide opportunities to 
observe a wide range of citizenship education practices inside and outside the school in the 
capital city – the locus of student protest – and how these practices related to the broader 
schooling context. 
My fieldwork started with me focusing on one particular 10th grade cohort-group. In the 
Chilean educational system, cohorts are divided by groups. Each cohort-group is identified by a 
particular letter, and its members usually stay together and share the same classrooms and almost 
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all the same classes for a couple of years and, sometimes, even until they graduate. Each cohort-
group also has a Profesor Jefe or Head teacher, who works directly with the students and their 
parents. Although the selection of the particular cohort-group I started working with was non-
purposive, choosing a 10th grade cohort rather than another school level was not. According to 
the Chilean national curricular documents, 10th grade is the first year of high school in which 
history of Chile is taught. This means I was expecting to observe the first formal classroom 
contact of these youths with historical knowledge about the Chilean state, at least at a high 
school level. Furthermore, it is in this grade that students tend to start participating in their 
student government and, through it, in street demonstrations and other contentious politics 
practices. 
At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, the cohort-group I started working with was the 2M.v 
The 2M started the school year of 2017 as a cohort-group of thirty-seven students, although by 
the end of the year its members amounted only to thirty-one, after gaining four new students and 
losing ten over the course of the year. As the months passed, I started to meet and work with 
other students, student organizations, and cohort-groups, but the 2M remained as the central axis 




Table 1: List of 2M students. 
NAMEvi GENDER AGEvii NATIONALITY 
Lápiz Female 17 Bolivian 
Ignacio Male 15 Chilean 
Leonel Male 17 Chilean 
Pancracia Female 16 Peruvian 
Federico Male 15 Chilean 
Elcor Female 16 Peruvian 
Pablo Male 15 Chilean 
Eleodoro Male 16 Chilean 
Alex Male 15 Chilean 
Alejandro Male 15 Chilean 
Zen Male 15 Chilean 
Vladimir Male 16 Chilean 
Chico Male 15 Chilean 
Lovesha Female 14 Peruvian 
Ben Male 14 Chilean 
Raskolnikov Male 16 Chilean 
Mateo Male 16 Chilean 
Camila Female 17 Chilean 
Esteban Male 15 Chilean 
Aynara Female 15 Chilean 
Lagoma Female 16 Peruvian 
Lebron Male 17 Chilean 
Dante Male 15 Chilean 
Yoel Male 16 Chilean 
Elsa Female 14 Peruvian 
Jordan Male 17 Peruvian 
Lucho Male 16 Chilean 
Tcharlaymix Male 15 Kenyan 
Salomé Female 16 Chilean 
Dareis Male 15 Peruvian 
Arlette Female 15 Chilean 
 
I began my study by conducting participant observations with the 2M students during 
their regular class hours. Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students attended the school from Monday to 
Friday, between 08:00 AM to 04:15 PM, and had three breaks between classes: one from 09:30 
to 09:55 AM – in which they could get breakfast at the school cafeteria – a second one from 
12:10 to 12:30 PM, and a third one for lunch from 02:00 to 02:45 PM. The only exception was 
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Wednesdays, when students had their second break from 11:25 to 11:45 AM and then left school 
at 01:15 PM, so their teachers could meet and work together. Table 2 illustrates how the weekly 
schedule of the 2M was distributed. 2M students were together in all these classes, with the 
exception of those in which they were divided (the pairs of Religion/Citizenship and Arts/Music) 
and the Workshop hours by the end of Thursdays and Fridays, in which students participated, 
with other cohort-groups’ members, in one of the several workshops offered yearly by the 
school, such as the Hip-Hop workshop, the Karate Workshop of the Human Rights workshop. 
Table 2: 2M weekly schedule. 








Citizenship Math Math Technology 
FIRST BREAK 
Physics English Chemistry English Biology 
Physics English Chemistry Arts / Music Biology 


































Orientation Workshop Workshop 
Class  
Council Orientation Workshop Workshop 
 
Although during the 2017 school year I joined the 2M students in all of their classes at 
some point or another, I focused my participant observations primarily on five subjects: History, 
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Geography and Social Studies; Citizenship; Language and Communication; Orientation; and 
Class Council. The rationales for choosing these classes were varied, but all of them were rooted 
in my research objectives. History, Geography, and Social Studies class, for example, was not 
only the course in which students encountered historical narratives of the Chilean state and their 
own society but also the class treated by Chilean curricular documents as the academic arena 
responsible for developing citizenship skills in students (Ministerio de Educación 2015a). 
Citizenship class, on the other hand, was a newly created class at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, 
and reflected the school’s efforts to stay in compliance with the implementation of Citizenship 
Education Plans the national Ministry of Education had mandated for all schools in 2017. In 
Language and Communication class, students were expected to discuss current national and 
international news – including, but not limited to those about politics and social movements’ 
actions – and to engage with different types of literature, a potential medium for political 
subjectivity configuration (Ruiz and Prada 2012). Orientation class was a time for students to 
meet with their Head teacher, and discuss a wide range of topics, from violence and drug-
consumption to their own vocational decisions. Finally, Class Council – a unique class existing 
in all Chilean high schools, the history of which is examined in Chapter 3 – was an important 
citizenship education setting, since it was here that students, led by their own democratically 
elected authorities, would discuss different collective issues concerning their cohort-group, such 
as the organization of recreational activities or their participation in demonstrations and protests. 
In all of these classes, I sat among the students in one of the several free desks their 
classroom had and was part of the class as one more of them. I also followed the 2M students in 
some of the workshops in which they participated and joined them during their breaks and in 
exceptional school activities conducted in the schoolyards, such as fairs, musical exhibits, or 
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sports events. As the school year advanced, I gained access to other cohort-groups and their 
classes, particularly the 2Y Citizenship class – just after Winter Break was over – and the 2G 
Class Council – by the end of the year. This allowed me to observe how certain citizenship 
education discourses and practices were common to different cohort-groups at the school, but 
also how these same discourses and practices were differently resisted and appropriated by 
diverse actors and groups within the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. 
In order to identify and analyze the citizenship education practices in which students 
participated while engaging in political activism, I also conducted participant observations with 
the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student government’s institutions and members. I followed them 
during their regular meetings and also at other activities they organized – i.e., student assemblies, 
student celebrations, recreational activities. I also conducted observations with these student 
representatives and other student activists engaging in contentious politics, both inside and 
outside the school. These activities included protests within the school’s premises, street 
demonstrations, protest art performances, and school occupations. I focused on the different 
citizenship education practices students engaged with during these events, and the conflicts these 
protests produced between activist students and other members of the school. I also observed 
closely the different actors with whom students were able to interact in these contentious politics 
contexts, including other protesters but also state actors, particularly the police. 
During my time in the field, I also designed and applied a series of research instruments 
to inquire more directly about the different social phenomena I was observing. In April, I 
conducted a sociogram and a questionnaire with the 2M students. The sociogram is an 
instrument that asks students to identify their social distance with each one of their cohort-group 
classmates. In Chilean schools, it is widely used by Head teachers to identify isolated students 
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and potential bullying issues within a cohort-group. As a research instrument, the sociogram was 
supposed to help me in mapping the 2M relationships of friendship in order to see how these 
were maintained or changed as students engaged in different citizenship education practices 
throughout the year. However, as it is discussed in Chapter 4, its application ended up pointing 
me to an unexpected thread of analysis: that of how communities of practice are produced and 
what it is required to achieve this production. The questionnaire, on the other hand, was used to 
profile the students according to their political orientation and self-reported civic efficacy (Mitra 
and Serriere 2012), and to learn more about their understandings of the Chilean state’s and 
society’s history. Another objective of the questionnaire for me was to identify the different 
extracurricular activities and out-of-school social organizations in which 2M students 
participated in order to be able to gain access to these later. Finally, I used the results of the 
questionnaire to sample the 2M students I later interviewed, to accurately represent the diverse 
range of voices among them. 
I conducted a number of semi-structured interviews during my fieldwork. I interviewed 
ten 2M students, all of them twice during the school year. I also interviewed two student activists 
who were not part of the 2M cohort-group, but who were leading important political and social 
activities within the school. Further, I conducted two focus groups at the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla: one with migrant students selected from all over the school, and the other with the 
members of the Hip-Hop workshop, who were working on an album about the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla, its history and present. In both of these cases, the focus groups were scheduled, 
previously discussed, and in one case conducted jointly with Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla teachers, 
since these adults believed the focus group could teach them about their students’ needs. Finally, 
I interviewed five Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla teachers: three 2M teachers and the two women in 
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charge of the School Life Department. Interviews and focus groups’ questions were largely 
scripted. In the case of the teachers, interviews inquired about the pedagogy they used in their 
classes, their pedagogical objectives, and their perceptions of Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students. 
In the case of students, interviews focused on their perceptions of their school experiences, their 
assessment of the Chilean political scenario during the last forty years, and their political 
participation inside and outside the school. They also inquired about their family and peer 
relations, as well as their use of social media. Focus groups’ questions were crafted taking into 
consideration the teachers’ objectives. The focus group with migrant students centered on 
questions about the main challenges these youths had experienced in Chile, particularly since 
they had enrolled at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. The one with the Hip-Hop workshop students 
inquired about the process of producing and launching their album. Individual interviews lasted 
from twenty-four minutes to one hour and twenty-five minutes. Both focus groups lasted a little 
less than one hour and ten minutes. 
I documented my participant observations with detailed field notes, and complemented 
these with methodological, theoretical, and self-reflective notes daily. I audio recorded all 
interviews and focus groups, and summarized recordings with descriptive field notes as well. I 
reviewed my participant observation field notes weekly and wrote analytical memos 
summarizing the main events and new participants met, as well as the main emergent themes of 
the week and how they related to my research questions. Once the fieldwork concluded, I used 
NVivo to code classroom observation field notes, looking for elements of the pedagogical 
devices used, the interactions among students and between them and adults, and the mentions of 
the Chilean state and society’s past and present. Teachers’ interviews were coded considering the 
type of pedagogy they reported using, their pedagogical objectives, and their perceptions of their 
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students and their interactions. Both student government activities and student contentious 
politics observation field notes were coded to note students’ interactions with peers and other 
participants, modes of action in which they engaged, and mentions of Chilean state’s and 
society’s past and present. Finally, student interviews and focus groups were coded with a focus 
on their perception of their school and Chilean society, their present and expected modes of 
political action inside and outside the school, their historical understandings about the Chilean 
state and society, and the cultural tools used to produce these understandings (Barton and Levstik 
2004). 
During the school year of 2017, I also constructed a database of news reports directly 
addressing educational issues. To do this, I subscribed to a mailing list offered by 
Educación2020, a Chilean NGO “que trabaja para asegurar una educación de calidad, 
equitativa e inclusiva para los niños, niñas y jóvenes en Chile”12 (Educación2020, n.d.). Through 
this mailing list, I received a daily email with a comprehensive list of education-related news 
reports and articles published by Chilean media during the previous twenty-four hours. Every 
night, I selected all the news reports that had any relation with my research problem or questions, 
read them, and indexed them in an Excel file, identifying their date of publication, title, media 
outlet, main theme, and a brief summary of each. By the end of 2017, I had indexed 1930 news 
reports, organized in 34 relevant themes. I used this news report database to identify relevant 
political and social actors, craft timelines, count and map student protests and, essentially, to 
keep myself aware of the national political and educational landscape and how its events affected 
– sometimes almost imperceptibly – the everyday lives of my study’s participants. 
                                               
12 That works to ensure a quality, equitable and inclusive education for Chilean children and youth. 
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Finally, a few words must be said about my positionality as an ethnographer within a 
high school setting. I gained access to the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla as a member of the 
Programa de Archivos Escolares UC, specifically as a liaison between the program and the 
school, in the context of recovering the school’s historical archive.viii As such, I was authorized 
by the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla’s Principal to conduct my research in the way previously 
detailed. However, the school Principal took a leave of absence soon after I entered the field, and 
no one explained adequately my presence at the school to most teachers: only the ones I was 
working directly with and Ernesto, the school’s librarian, actually knew who I was. By May, I 
was being called to the Vice Principal’s office.  Rumors were running around the Teachers’ 
Lounge about a Ministry of Education officer who was evaluating the school’s classes, and the 
Vice Principal was worried because everyone seemed to believe I was that officer. It was an 
uncomfortable situation, but one that revealed to me how the teachers of this school related to the 
central state. Happily, the issue was soon resolved and had no adverse consequences for my 
research: Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla staff and teachers were informed about me and my work 
during a Wednesday afternoon meeting, and our relationships started to develop in a more 
positive way. By September, teachers were inviting me to their National Holiday barbeque, and 
in November, the Vice Principal even called me one night to tell me that two college students 
wanted to conduct a study at the school. She wanted me to meet these students, evaluate their 
proposal, and inform them about the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla research protocols. Needless to 
say, there were no written “research protocols” in place at the school, but the call was enough for 




My positionality regarding high schoolers was certainly different. Making sense of me 
became a frequent activity for them, and this taught me more about how these youths understood 
categories such as class, race, and nationality than most scripted interviews did. Students seemed 
particularly interested in my biography – especially my class background and my experiences 
living in the United States – and usually demanded to know more about it. They were also 
intrigued by my research, repeatedly talking about “el libro”13 I was going to write about them 
and trying to decipher my fieldnotes – an impossible task, thanks to my incomprehensible 
handwriting. Overall, I believe I became an oddity in their lives: an adult who was not in the 
front of the classroom but sitting among them, whom they could use as a resource for school 
learning but also to crack a joke or talk deeply about their lives. Some called me by my name, 
while others called me “profe”14 until the last day of the school year.  Others – but not most –
exercised certain restraint while talking in front of me about activities deemed inappropriate for a 
school setting. Throughout the year, I think we developed a meaningful relationship, and my 
access to some settings traditionally forbidden to adults – such as an active school occupation – 
was only made possible because these students invited me in and vouched for me in front of their 
peers. 
As Herron (2019) tells us, “in the field, research directions along with interpersonal 
relationships commonly develop, shift and deepen over time. In striking contrast, in a school, 
roles, responsibilities, and relational boundaries between teachers and students are clearly 
defined and litigiously regulated” (85). In order to face this dilemma, and in addition to 
complying with all the ethical regulations of my Institutional Review Board, I referenced a 
personal belief that has served me as an ethical compass for more than a decade, since back when 
                                               




I started teaching in high schools myself. This belief is that every school should be, for students, 
a space to nurture their wellbeing and learning, and, for teachers, a space that provides them with 
decent working conditions and in which they can grow professionally. Thus, during my time in 
the field, I refrained from taking actions that could be expected to negatively impact the 
classroom environment or the teachers’ future career advancement. Following this belief as my 
main rule to assess if my research actions were ethical ones or not, undoubtedly closed down 
some avenues of inquiry. It opened others as well. I believed – and still believe – this to be the 
only way of conducting educational research that not only espouses a commitment to promote 
the wellbeing of the people we work with, but that actually demonstrates dedication to this task 
through action as well. 
I.3 Dissertation’s structure 
In this dissertation, I show how the last decade of student protests has had a profound 
influence on Chilean public high school students’ citizenship education practices. I also illustrate 
how, by engaging in these different citizenship education practices, high school students 
participate in both the production of the political communities of which they are part and the 
state itself, as well as how this civic engagement can take varied forms. In order to do all this, I 
have structured my argument in six chapters, plus an introduction and a conclusions chapter. 
In Chapter 1, I discuss the concept of “citizenship,” proposing to treat it as a social 
practice that needs to be examined from a political, educational, and historical perspective. I also 
present the theoretical framework of my research, discuss the main authors that inform my 
approach to citizenship, and lay out how my work makes use of these theoretical insights in 
order to shed light on citizenship education and student mobilization. 
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In Chapter 2, I discuss the history of citizenship education in Chile, from the 
independence revolution the country experienced in the 1810s to the moment I entered into the 
field. Although I trace this history throughout more than two centuries, I most closely examine 
the period starting in 1973 – when a military junta led by General Augusto Pinochet overthrew 
the democratic government of Salvador Allende. I analyze the educational policies implemented 
during these years, how these were both modified and reinforced by the democratic governments 
that came after, and what this tells us about the kind of citizenship public high schools were 
aiming to promote. I also examine how student movements emerged in Chile during the 2000s 
and 2010s as a response to this larger history, and what effects these movements had on 
educational policies and schools, including the creation of Citizenship Education Plans. 
In Chapter 3, I narrow in on my site – the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla – to examine 
ethnographically the set of formal citizenship education practices and devices existing at this 
public high school. Concretely, I do this by studying the curriculum implemented at this school, 
the pedagogical practices associated with it, and the material and organizational context in which 
this pedagogy was enacted. This examination shows the different citizenship discourses that 
school actors were communicating to students, as well as how young people actively resisted and 
appropriated such instruction. 
In Chapter 4, I examine the educational practices associated with two relevant institutions 
of student participation within Chilean high schools: the cohort-group and the student 
government. I ethnographically explore how these two institutions can become political 
communities of practice that are particularly relevant to their members’ citizenship education, 
and what conditions foster or prevent these communities of practice from being produced. I also 
analyze the discourses of youth apathy surrounding the moments when students are not able or 
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willing to form these communities of practice, specifically how the actors articulating these 
discourses often frame these moments as the result of students’ apathy, how they ignore the 
structural factors that prevent this production process from occurring, and how these discourses 
obscure the actual ways in which young people are civically engaged. 
In Chapter 5, I move on to explore how high schoolers learn to be citizens while 
engaging in contentious politics. In so doing, I examine the different forms of student protests 
that exist in contemporary Chile and how they affect the regular life of public high schools. I also 
analyze the new citizenship education practices this contentious politics scenario produces and 
how students engage with these at their schools and out in the streets. In particular, I focus on 
how students’ engagements with these student protests shape their learning about collective 
organizing and solidarity, as well as their relationships to the state and state violence. 
In Chapter 6, I continue examining youth engagement in contentious politics. I turn to 
how these young people work to modify the institutional conditions of their schools, how they 
try to increase the effectiveness and legitimize their political actions, and how in doing so they 
learn to enact their citizenship in new ways, including that of historically producing their 
comunidad escolar.  To this end, I focus on some of the protests Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students organized within their school during 2017, examining how these youths tried to make 
their actions both effective and legitimate, and how they made use of the history of their country 
and their school to fight against one of the main threats they were facing: oblivion. 
The final chapter works both as a concluding chapter and an epilogue of my ethnographic 
study. In it, I summarize the main conclusions of my dissertation and discuss its relevance for 
social researchers, policymakers, and educators. Further, I briefly trace how the story of the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla and its members continued up until the time I finished writing this 
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dissertation, and how the events they experienced during that time provided further support for 
my arguments. 
I.4 Importance of the work 
Why should social researchers, educators, and the citizenry in general care about what is 
written in the following pages? There are several reasons why this work is significant. This study 
will contribute to the anthropology of citizenship and the anthropology of education, 
problematizing the relationship between the diverse formal and informal citizenship education 
practices with which high school students engage (Levinson 2011). I hope to illuminate the ways 
in which citizenship education practices within and outside the school come together and inform 
the experience of being a student and a citizen in contemporary Chile. By examining a context of 
student contentious politics, my study will also contribute to a better understanding of the role 
played by educational processes in promoting and/or hindering social movements’ contestation 
of state actions and dominant political cultures (Alvarez, Dagnino and Escobar 1998) and will 
illuminate the novel citizenship education opportunities that high schoolers encounter as 
members of student movements.  Further, my research will add to the body of knowledge about 
students’ understandings and uses of history, and how these understandings and uses shape 
people’s relationships with the political communities to which they belong and the state. This 
relationship has been constantly identified within the educational literature, but scarcely 
examined in terms of production (Carretero and Castorina 2010; Muñoz Delaunoy and Ossandón 
Millavil 2013; Siede 2012). These contributions challenge developmental notions of citizenship 
education that aim to depoliticize school settings by defining high school students as in training 
to be citizens rather than fully present and agential political actors (Gordon and Taft 2011). 
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My research is also significant and relevant for educators, especially those involved in 
citizenship education efforts. During the past thirty years, there has been a world-wide renewed 
interest in citizenship education (Levinson 2011), and scholars have showed how it can directly 
foster peace education efforts (Levy 2014; Tapia Uribe 2009). My project contributes to these 
efforts, examining how students, teachers, and state actors engage in combative and sometimes 
even violent interactions in a context of neoliberal education policies and contentious politics. 
My research provides orientations for how to make this conflict a constructive one, illustrating 
how students navigate these tensions while learning to be citizens. I show how, in contexts of 
social violence, protest, and turmoil, like that found in contemporary Chile, high schoolers 
engage with citizenship education practices and strive for social change. This student 
engagement opens new avenues for educators to collaborate productively with students as 
transformative actors constantly producing and interacting with new opportunities for citizenship 
education and political action. As it is discussed in the following chapter, citizenship is indeed a 
complicated word. Learning to be a citizen is a complicated process as well. But in a similarly 
complicated world, it is in citizenship and citizenship education that many possibilities for social 





Chapter 1: Studying citizenship: politics, education and history 
In 1994, political philosophers Will Kymlicka and Wayne Norman claimed that, after 
fifteen years of being disregarded by political theorists, citizenship was “the ‘buzz word’ among 
thinkers on all points of the political spectrum” (Kymlicka and Norman 1994, 352). Among the 
reasons behind this renewed interest, the authors listed: 
…increasing voter apathy and long-term welfare dependency in the United States, the 
resurgence of nationalist movements in Eastern Europe, the stresses created by an 
increasingly multicultural and multiracial population in Western Europe, the backlash 
against the welfare state in Thatcher’s England, the failure of environmental policies that 
rely on voluntary citizen cooperation, and so forth. (Kymlicka and Norman 1994, 352). 
 
Ten years later, anthropologist Bradley Levinson also noted an “explosion of interest in 
democratic citizenship and civic education around the world,” and described it as “one of the 
many paradoxes of globalization” (Levinson 2005, 329). Levinson (2011) also demonstrated this 
trend within the sub-field of educational anthropology by surveying the articles published over 
the past twenty-six years in Anthropology and Education Quarterly, one of the most prominent 
U.S. educational anthropology journals. Beginning in 1984, there were not any mentions of 
“citizenship” in any of the journal articles’ titles, keywords, or abstracts until 2005. From 2005 
until 2011, only six mentions were noted. The terms “Democracy” and “democratic” did not 
appear until 1992 and, in the eight times they did since then, in only a few articles they were 
central to the main argument presented (Levinson 2011, 283). A more recent continuation of this 
survey – made by myself and until 2019 – reveals a different scenario: in this nine-year period, 
“citizenship” appears eight times, and “democracy” seven.ix Twenty-five years after Kymlicka 
and Norman’s paper, it seems citizenship is a buzz word that has not gone out of fashion. 
One of the challenges that the renewed interest in citizenship presents is the variety of 
perspectives from which it can be studied. There is no singular meaning for the word 
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“citizenship,” and certainly not one accepted exclusive theoretical standpoint from which to 
examine it. Because it is a central concept in my ethnographic research, in this chapter I discuss 
the conceptual framework from which I approach the study of citizenship, and the central 
theories I use to do so. I start by presenting the traditional ways in which citizenship has been 
studied and argue that, rather than as a particular legal status or cultural identity, it is important 
to approach citizenship as a series of social practices to which people attribute meaning and that 
are consequential for how citizens engage with each other, non-citizens, and state actors (Paz 
2019). To this end, I propose citizenship should be studied from at least three different 
perspectives: a political, an educational, and a historical one. For each of these perspectives, I 
review the literature from them that is pertinent to citizenship, and outline the main theories that 
inform my study. From the political perspective, these include Mitchell’s understanding of the 
state as a structural effect and Rancière’s notion of democracy as the constant staging of scenes 
of dissensus. From the educational perspective, Lave and Wenger’s concepts of situated learning 
and communities of practices. Finally, from the historical perspective, I draw on one of the two 
strands that emerge from Seixas’ definition of historical consciousness. This chapter concludes 
then with a brief overview of the different ways in which this study leans on these theoretical 
insights in order to advance our knowledge about citizenship and the ways in which is 
historically produced, learned, and enacted. 
1.1 What is citizenship anyways? 
Citizenship is a concept with a long history. According to Heather (2007), its origins can 
be traced back to Ancient Greece: sociologically to the Spartans and intellectually to the works 
of Plato and Aristotle. However, the citizenship of the Greeks – as that of the Romans or that of 
the 15th century Italian city-states – was certainly different from modern conceptions of 
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citizenship. Today, this cultural category is directly associated with the creation of the modern 
nation-state, specifically its “democratic” version born out of the revolutions of the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries. This modern citizenship – not as an essential or reified dimension of social 
life, but as a historically produced cultural category – is what I dedicate my attention to in the 
pages that follow. 
What exactly do we study when we study modern citizenship? According to Kymlicka 
and Norman (1994), most studies on citizenship before the 1990s approached it as a particular 
status someone acquired in order to become a subject of rights. This understanding of 
citizenship-as-a-status came from the work of the British sociologist, T. H. Marshall, particularly 
his seminal paper, “Citizenship and Social Class.” Here, Marshall divided citizenship into three 
elements: the civil, the political and the social one. According to Marshall: 
The civil element is composed of the rights necessary for individual freedom – liberty of 
the person, freedom of speech, thought and faith, the right to own property and to 
conclude valid contracts, and the right to justice (…) By the political element I mean the 
right to participate in the exercise of political power, as a member of a body invested with 
political authority or as an elector of the members of such a body (…) By the social 
element I mean the whole range from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and 
security to the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a 
civilized being according to the standards prevailing in the society. (Marshall 1950, 10-
11). 
 
Marshall’s historical analysis aims to show how these three elements of citizenship were 
once amalgamated in a single strand, and how their distinction required a joint process of 
geographical fusion and functional separation (12). This double process was accomplished 
through the constitution of the liberal welfare state, Marshall’s pre-requisite for “the fullest 
expression of citizenship” (Kymlicka and Norman 1994, 354). His ideas would be later expanded 
in the context of increasing migration flows and the rise of ethnic revitalization movements, 
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including cultural rights as a fourth element of citizenship in a democratic nation-state (Banks 
2008; Kymlicka 1995). 
Theories of cultural citizenship have possibly been the main contribution from 
anthropology to these debates around citizenship as a concept. Cultural citizenship was originally 
defined by Rosaldo (1994) as “the right to be different (in terms of race, ethnicity, or native 
language) with respect to the norms of the dominant national community, without compromising 
one's right to belong, in the sense of participating in the nation-state's democratic processes” 
(57). Working with Latinos in California, Rosaldo’s conclusions ran counter to assimilation 
theories that claimed that migrants should be assimilated into the mainstream public cultures of 
their host societies (Alba and Nee 1997; Gordon 1964). Instead, he tried to reconcile full political 
participation within a nation-state with the recognition of subaltern groups’ public cultures (Paz 
2019).  
Ong (1996), a critic of Rosaldo’s perspective, questioned his assumption that “cultural 
citizenship can be unilaterally constructed and that immigrant or minority groups can escape the 
cultural inscription of state power and others forms of regulation that define the different 
modalities of belonging” (738). Following a Foucauldian approach to power, Ong defined 
cultural citizenship not as the right to belong while being different, but as the product of a 
negotiation, “a dual process of self-making and being-made within webs of power linked to the 
nation-state and civil society” (738). In the case of Western democracies, she asserted that this 
process could not be understood without considering the foundational white-black racial ranking 
embedded in both institutional and everyday practices (Horton 2004), and how this racializes the 
conditions of “deserving” and “underserving” citizens (Paz 2019). 
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Although Rosaldo’s understanding of cultural citizenship complicates traditional 
conceptions of homogeneous nation-states and universal notions of citizenship, it stills risks 
sliding into a citizenship-as-a-status approach that understands citizenship in terms of the 
possession of particular rights and only focuses on how the state and its institutions can 
effectively guarantee these rights in the context of multicultural nations (Banks 2008; Blackburn 
2009). My study is aligned closer with Ong’s position: it conceptualizes citizenship as occurring 
through the mutual interpellation between citizens, non-citizens and state institutions (Paz, 
2019), which happens in spaces of cultural production that exist both within and outside the 
purview of the regulation of the state (Clarke 2013). In order to examine this process, I follow 
three different paths that scholars have recently outlined for studying citizenship as a complex 
and dynamic social phenomenon rather than a bounded legal status or cultural identity.  
The first of these pathways is the examination of citizenship as a “strategically 
deployable shifter” (Urcioli 2011, 168). This approach emphasizes the meanings human beings 
attribute to citizenship as a concept (Levinson 2011), as opposed to the work of those like 
Marshall, who studied the different rights that historically have been linked with citizenship-as-
a-status. Conceptual historians, in particular, have explored the resignification that citizenship 
often undergoes in the context of revolutionary processes and political struggle. Aljovín de 
Losada (2009), for example, explored how the words “ciudadano” and “vecino”15 stopped being 
synonyms after the Iberoamerican revolutions of independence. His analysis showed how this 
semantic distinction was directly related with citizenship becoming increasingly linked to the 
nation-state project, and how even monarchies like the Portuguese participated in this process of 
resignification, in order to further their own political agendas (192-193). For the Chilean case, 
                                               
15 Citizen. / Neighbor. 
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historian Gabriel Cid also highlighted this link, showing how different conceptions of “civic 
virtue” shaped the definition not of the rights associated with citizenship, but of the people who 
were to be the subjects of these rights and why (Cid 2015). Further, political scientists and 
anthropologists have shown that the concept of citizenship can be resignified by the everyday 
lives and emotions of people (Savell 2015). The same scholars have also warned that the term 
can be strategically deployed by social and state actors not only to open, but to close down 
possibilities for democratic political action (Dagnino 2007; Koyama 2015). 
The second of these pathways approaches citizenship as a set of practices. In the same 
way that meanings associated with citizenship vary, ideas about what makes someone a “good 
citizen” diverge as well (Levine 2007). Examining citizenship education in this way, Westheimer 
and Kahne (2004) identified three “kinds” of citizenship that democratic education programs in 
the United States purported to instill in their students: a responsible citizenship, a participatory 
citizenship, and a justice-oriented citizenship. These different kinds of citizenship were 
operationalized through practices differentially emphasized by these programs. “In other words,” 
Westheimer and Kahne explained, “if participatory citizens are organizing the food drive and 
personally responsible citizens are donating food, justice-oriented citizens are asking why people 
are hungry and acting on what they discover” (242). Their work illustrated the fact that 
citizenship exists only as long as human beings are engaging in social practices. In this way, 
understanding how citizenship affects the political and social life of individuals and collectives, 
necessarily requires observation and analysis of how people enact their citizenship, when they do 
so, and with and for whom. 
The “who?” question points to the fact that citizenship is always relational: by engaging 
in citizenship practices, people are constantly establishing relations with and positioning 
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themselves in relation to others. The third path I follow, highlights how citizenship is built 
through cooperation and conflict. Fernandes (2010), for example, took this approach in her study 
of urban social movements in Venezuela. Her examination of how civil society was 
conceptualized in the wake of Chavez’s election as President in 1998 illustrated how in order to 
define the meanings and practices associated with a “good citizenship” one must also define their 
counterparts. Further, Fernandes showed how the products of these processes are consequential 
for the lives of the people they impact. One example of this is the concept of civil society 
becoming “a means for justifying social exclusion and legitimating new elite classes associated 
with social and economic restructuring under a neoliberal order” (Fernandes 2010, 121). 
Holston’s (2008) study of “everyday citizenship” in Sao Paulo also contributed to this 
line of work, with his useful distinction between differentiated and insurgent citizenship. 
Differentiated citizenship is concerned with how rights are differentially gradated by social 
inequalities, while insurgent citizenship is related to subaltern groups redefining citizenship’s 
substantive rights through collective actions (Paz, 2019, 81). Through this distinction, the author 
put the spotlight on how Brazilians’ everyday lives are affected by traditional forms of 
citizenship, as well as how they challenge these forms in the process of negotiating their own 
public standing with others. A similar approach was taken by Paz (2018) in his examination of 
how undocumented Latinos in Israel respond to exclusionary practices implemented by state 
institutions, while also making a claim for belonging and citizenship. 
These different pathways for studying citizenship are certainly not exclusionary ones. On 
the contrary, meanings, practices, and social relations mutually impact each other, historically 
shaping what citizenship looks like in different social contexts. Jointly, these paths illuminate the 
ways in which citizenship is constantly being produced through collective actions, and how the 
32 
 
outcomes of this social work are consequential for the collective decisions and the organization 
of political life. 
1.2 Citizenship as a political achievement: state, social movements and democracy 
Studying citizenship as a product of social practice, requires us to examine how 
individuals participate in the ongoing production, maintenance, contestation, and renewal of 
democracy, and how they do so by engaging in practices that both impact and are affected by 
constantly changing relationships between social movements and the state. Both the state and 
social movements have received wide attention from anthropologists and other social researchers 
in the last decades. Scholars have studied how the state deploys its “capacities,” (Centeno and 
Ferraro 2014), “effects,” (Trouillot 2001), or “systems of legibility” (Scott 1998; Silverblatt 
2011) over the populations it governs. They have also examined how the state deploys 
“governmentality” devices (Foucault 1997[1978]; Rose 1999) in order to constitute the 
population as its object of action (Flores 2013; Friedrich 2010; Hale 2005; Paley 2001). 
Anthropologists have also illustrated how social movements engage with states and at times 
attempt to challenge or disrupt them. Indigenous movements in Latin America, for example, 
have operationalized indigenous identity as a political opportunity structure, in order to resist the 
governmentality devices deployed against them (Jackson and Warren 2005). In Mexico and 
Brazil, social movements against political corruption have appropriated and reframed cultural 
artifacts such as monuments and stadiums in order to reduce the state’s symbolic capacity 
(Fenollosa and Johnston 2015).  
Relationships between social movements and the state vary from one context to another, 
and need to be studied in their specificity. In Latin America some social movements have 
attempted to access state institutions or have been coopted by them (Cerruti and Grimson 2013; 
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Fernandes 2010; Wickham-Crowley and Eckstein 2015). Others, like the Chilean Student 
Movement, have remained distrustful of the state while trying to redefine the sphere of its action 
(von Bulow and Bidegain Ponte 2015). Relationships between social movements and the state 
can also be contradictory: Risør’s (2015) study of La Clausura in El Alto, Bolivia, showed how 
violent collective actions led by secondary students against illegal bars functioned 
simultaneously as a means for these youths to take political action, as a process of state-
enhancement, and as a renegotiation of state-citizens’ relationships.   
Like the state and social movements, democracy has also received wider attention from 
scholars recently. Anthropologists, particularly, heeded Paley’s (2002) claim that democracy is 
far from an uncontested term and that meanings associated with it are several and sometimes 
even contradictory. Political anthropologists have focused on how liberal notions of democracy 
are appropriated and resignified through local political traditions (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997; 
Ellison 2015) and how different social actors strategically deploy terms such as “Democracy,” 
“Participation,” and “Citizenship” (Dagnino 2007; Paley 2001). Further, they have examined the 
complicated, sometimes symbiotic relationships between democracy and violence, particularly in 
contexts of democratic transitions after authoritarian regimes (Humphrey and Valverde 2007). 
These works have in common that they are underpinned by a concept of democracy as a set of 
interconnected ongoing practices in constant tension and redefinition, rather than a stable 
political system.  
In order to understand how citizenship is produced and enacted by Chilean high school 
students who interact with both the state and social movements, while also striving to achieve a 
more democratic social order, my study is informed by two main theoretical approaches. The 
first one is Timothy Mitchell’s understanding of the state as a “structural effect” (Mitchell 
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2006[1999]). Recognizing the paradox that exists in the “network of institutional arrangement 
and political practice that forms the material substance of the state” being “diffuse and 
ambiguously defined at its edges, whereas the public imagery of the state as an ideological 
construct is more coherent" (169), Mitchell’s theory proposed to study the material and 
ideological forms of the state (the “state-system” and the “state-idea”) not as separate 
phenomena but as two related products of the same historical process. In his words: 
To be more precise, the phenomenon we name “the state” arises from techniques that 
enable mundane material practices to take on the appearance of an abstract nonmaterial 
form. Any attempt to distinguish the abstract or ideal appearance of the state from its 
material reality, in taking for granted this distinction, will fail to understand it. The task 
of a theory of the state is not to clarify such distinctions but to historicize them. (Mitchell 
2006[1999], 170) 
 
Drawing on Foucault, Mitchell proposed that the new techniques of disciplinary 
organization that we usually associate with the birth of the modern state were not its products. 
Rather, he asserted that the same techniques of coordination and distribution of time, space, and 
bodies that produced modern and disciplined subjects (Ferguson and Gupta 2002) also served to 
trace new boundaries that distinguished and separated the domain of the state from that of civil 
society. “The line between state and society is not the perimeter of an intrinsic entity that can be 
thought of as a freestanding object or actor,” Mitchell warned us, “It is a line drawn internally, 
within the network of institutional mechanisms through which a certain social and political order 
is maintained” (175). 
Mitchell’s theory has important implications for the way in which citizenship can be 
understood, since it highlights how different social practices trace, blur, and rewrite the 
boundaries between the state and civil society. By enacting their citizenship, human beings are 
constantly participating in this process of state-production. Further, social practices can trace 
new internal frontiers and constitute novel social domains, as Mitchell proves for the case of the 
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economy. A similar process was illustrated by Fernandes (2010) in a studying of the production 
of “civil” and “uncivil” society in Venezuela. By showing how urban social movements resist a 
process imposed to them and attempt to break down the symbolic and material barriers between 
the civil and the uncivil society, Fernandes also provided us with an illustrative example of how 
social movements can disrupt political cultures (Alvarez, Dagnino and Escobar 1998) and, in 
doing so, blur and redefine the boundaries between the state, the population, and the economy. 
The second theoretical approach that informs my political understanding of citizenship is 
Jacques Rancière’s work on democracy. According to Rancière, democracy is not a particular 
type of government or a sociopolitical system, but is a process by which those who are outside 
the perceptual coordinates of the “distribution of the sensible” – a concept defining a given social 
order in a particular historical momentx – interrupt this distribution through the staging of a scene 
of dissensus: 
A dissensus is not a conflict of interests, opinions, or values; it is a division put in the 
‘common sense’: a dispute about what is given, about the frame within which we see 
something as given (…) A political subject, as I understand it, is a capacity for staging 
such scenes of dissensus. (Rancière 2004b, 3004). 
 
The literature on Latin American social movements has illustrated how democracy is 
constantly being enacted through social practice, producing new and unexpected forms in the 
process, and even changing how social actors and movements conceive and practice democracy 
itself (Ansell 2015; Lazar 2015). Through this work, it is possible to see “alternative 
democracies” in their process of becoming. For example, Lazar’s (2008) study of political life in 
El Alto, Bolivia illustrated how indigenous people enact a democratic way of life that does not 
exactly resemble Western liberal democracies: citizenship is multi-tiered, and the relations 
between the individual and the state are always mediated by collective organizations. Through 
these organizations, Alteños stage scenes of dissensus, presenting themselves as political 
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subjects with the right to be heard as legitimate interlocutors (Rancière 2004b). Social 
movements in the region have not only affected state actors’ actions and redrawn the boundaries 
between civil society and the state, but have also challenged the “distribution of the sensible” 
through democratic enactment of their own citizenship (for other examples see also Stephen 
2013; Risør 2015). During the last decade, high school students have challenged the distribution 
of the sensible in Chile too. In order to understand how they did it, it is important to also 
examine citizenship from an educational perspective. 
1.3 Becoming citizens: anthropology of citizenship education and situated learning 
For the elites leading the modern projects of nation-states that arose in the Americas at 
the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries, schools were one of the most important 
institutions for people to learn how to relate with the state and participate with others in the 
public sphere as democratic citizens (Kaestle 2000; Pangle and Pangle 2000; Serrano, Ponce de 
León and Rengifo 2012a, 2012b). Nation-states’ projects have certainly changed in the two 
centuries since then, but the link between schooling and citizenship remains. Although political 
scientists and social psychologists were the first to spearhead the study of how young people 
learn to participate as citizens of particular states (Ehman 1980; Hyman, 1969; Katz 1973; 
Levine 2007; Massialas 1975; Niemi & Junn 1998; Palonsky 1987; Prewitt 1975), 
anthropologists of citizenship education have been contributing new tools and perspectives to 
this study since the late 1990s. Anthropologists in this field have also challenged dominant 
theories that claimed schools were ideological state apparatuses (Althusser 2006 [1971]), solely 
institutions of class reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Collins 2009), and sites of 
dissemination and induction into models of patriotic citizenry (Anderson 1991; Gellner 1994 
[1983]). More attuned to the use of schools as spaces for contestation, negotiation, and cultural 
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production (Sobe 2014), anthropologists have focused on how children and youth are educated to 
be specific kinds of citizens in modern nation-states, carefully examining the particularities of 
the contexts where these processes occur and the pedagogies deployed in order to do so (Bellino 
2016; Benei 2008; Rubin 2007). 
The focus on students’ appropriation and contestation is a common theme across the 
abovementioned literature. In it, students can be seen rejecting nationalistic elements of 
educational discourses while appropriating notions of group solidarity and equity (Levinson 
2001), resisting alienated schoolwork through what James Scott called the “weapons of the 
weak” (Luykx 1999), and even working jointly with their teachers and families to transform the 
pedagogical devices they encounter. In her work in Bolivia, Lazar (2010) has made this clear, 
showing how even schools characterized by hierarchical relations and banking pedagogies can 
enable effective forms of critical citizenship through embodied and collective practices of 
political agency.  
Anthropologists of education are well suited to distinguish the different kinds of 
citizenship education practices in which students engage, and to describe how youths do so while 
moving between different settings (Levinson 2011). Hall (2002), for example, studied how Sikh 
youth become British citizens whilst navigating the changing landscapes of their schools, homes, 
and the city’s public spaces. Her ethnography emphasized the acts of negotiation and translation 
in which these youths participate while interacting with their teachers, families, and peers, and 
illustrated how their citizenship education is constantly being shaped and affected by complex 
transnational identifications. This burgeoning literature allows us to better understand how 
students imagine themselves as citizens and participate as such (Levinson 2005, 336), while 
demonstrating how anthropologists are “uniquely placed to make the connections between 
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schooling and political agency more widely while remaining attuned to the collective aspects of 
political life both inside and outside school.” (Lazar, 2010: 201) 
Studying citizenship education in this way requires, first and foremost, an explicit theory 
of learning. For this, I draw on Lave and Wenger’s ideas of learning as a situated process of 
legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). These 
authors questioned the idea that learning occurs solely by individuals internalizing a body of 
abstract knowledge that is communicated to them. On the contrary, they saw learning as a 
process of engaging, jointly with others, in concrete social practices. “In contrast with learning as 
internalization,” Lave and Wenger explained, “learning as increasing participation in 
communities of practice concerns the whole person acting in the world.” (49) A community of 
practice is defined by three main characteristics: a domain of interest to which its members are 
committed, concrete and material interactions that allow them to learn from each other, and a 
“shared repertoire of resources” that contributes to their situated practices (Wenger 2009). The 
situatedness of this learning not only refers to the community of practice in which it occurs but to 
the learners themselves, as they move from peripheral to full participation within one of these 
communities and, in doing so, become someone who they were not before the learning process 
started. 
Lave and Wenger’s theoretical approach is of particular importance for the study of 
citizenship education for two main reasons. First, it questions traditional distinctions between 
formal and informal models of education, pushing us to examine not only what happens inside 
the classrooms, but the different contexts in which students engage in citizenship education 
practices, even if intentional teaching is not present in these settings (Lave 1996). Second, it 
focuses on the learners not as individual minds, but as community members constantly 
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interacting with each other, revealing how learning is not only a process that radically changes 
the learners, but also modifies how others interact and relate to them. Thus, learning produces 
particular categories and identifications, reinforcing the structural dynamics of a community of 
practice and/or opening new radical possibilities for its future (Holland et al. 1998; Lave 1996). 
Furthermore, by conceptualizing learning as a situated process of legitimate peripheral 
participation, it is possible to understand citizenship education not as a preparation for the future 
acquisition of a legal status within a particular state, but as a process of engaging in concrete 
social practices with others, in order to reinstate or modify the ways in which particular 
communities of practice make decisions together. 
Although Lave and Wenger’s framework has been widely used by social researchers and 
educational scholars, its political dimensions have not received enough attention. Because of 
this, some important implications of approaching citizenship education from this theoretical 
approach must be made explicit. First, if we understand the national citizenry as encompassing 
several communities of practice, then public schools should be seen as settings designed not only 
for the communication of disembodied knowledge, but for students to participate as legitimate 
members of this citizenry. Second, we need to remember that individuals can be members of 
more than one community of practice at the same time, swiftly shifting their identifications 
according to the situated social practice in which they are engaging, and creating, in the process, 
new and unexpected ways for enacting their citizenship. Finally, it is important to emphasize that 
even in communities of practice characterized by authoritarian and closed decision-making 
processes, contestation is always an option for members as they move from peripheral to full 
participation. This highlights the importance of conflict and collective deliberation in the 
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constitution, maintenance, and disintegration of communities of practice, rendering clear the 
need to approach the study of citizenship from a historical perspective, too. 
1.4 Citizenship as an historical production: the importance of historical consciousness 
Studying citizenship from a historical perspective requires two distinct, but related, 
approaches. The first is the examination of how citizenship has come to be what it is today 
within particular social contexts, tracing the complex pathways and contentious interactions that 
have shaped it throughout time into its current form. The second approach, usually less explored, 
is the analysis of the ways in which the production of citizenship in the present is achieved 
through invoking and making use of the past. This second approach follows the “historical turn” 
in anthropology in its calls to carefully consider how human beings produce, organize, 
communicate through, and are affected by different “historical devices” and “versions of 
historical time and transformation” (Rockwell 2011, 68). Examining citizenship in this way is 
coherent with an understanding of learning as always rooted in social practice (Lave 1996; Lave 
and Wenger 1991). It is also consistent with an approach to citizenship education, not as a 
process by which students are socialized into pre-existent political communities, but rather in 
which students politically build these communities in the present by both taking into account 
their past and making bids for possible futures (Varenne 2008; Varenne and McDermott 1998). 
The concept of historical consciousness developed by Peter Seixas and his colleagues is 
particularly useful for this second analytical stance. While theorists like Gadamer, Koselleck and 
Lukacs considered historical consciousness to be a particular way of thinking about time, directly 
linked with modernity (Friedrich, 2010), Seixas (2006) expanded the concept in order to include 
the different ways in which people understand and relate with their own and others’ pasts. 
Seixas’ insight that people establish different relationships with the past and its products – and 
41 
 
that even the same individuals can do this in different moments of their life – highlights the 
importance of examining this relevant dimension of historical production.  
The study of historical consciousness has not yet coalesced into a particular subfield 
within history or anthropology. The work done in this area tends to fall into two main strands. 
The first has a psychological slant, focusing on how people “think of” and “feel about” history, 
often utilizing research methods that attempt to understand these constructs empirically through 
tests and surveys (Kölbl and Straub 2001; Rosenzweig and Thelen 1998; Rüsen 2004). A second 
strand, more aligned with anthropology, assumes that historical consciousness can only become 
observable – and therefore, consequential – when individuals or collectives use it to do 
something. As Nordgren (2016) puts it: “…use of history is a performative historical 
consciousness. In communication, emotive and cognitive conceptions are expressed of how the 
past, present, and future are interrelated.” (484) Following this second approach to historical 
consciousness, in this study I will demonstrate the usefulness of the ethnographic lens in 
examining the different ways in which human beings make use of history. 
The ways in which individuals relate to and make use of history also depends on the 
processes by which this history is made available to them. These processes are mediated by 
power relations, as Haitian anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) has demonstrated. 
Studying the history of his country, Trouillot examined in detail how silences in history are 
fabricated and “reflect differential control of the means of historical production.” (49) Other 
scholars have emphasized that archives need to be studied more ethnographically in order to 
reveal the power relations behind them and how these relations impact the crafting of narratives 
about the past (Schwartz and Cook 2002; Stoler 2002). In order to study people’s historical 
consciousness, one must also carefully consider the ways in which power imbalances are 
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intertwined with social relations and interactions, as well as their impact on the ways in which 
people understand, imagine, and take into account what they consider their own history and that 
of others. 
A nascent body of literature has started to ask questions about the relations between 
historical consciousness, citizenship and citizenship education. Trevor Stack’s (2012) 
ethnography, for example, delves not only into how history is produced as a particular kind of 
knowledge in rural Mexico but, more important, how displaying this knowledge allows people to 
perform “good citizenship” in front of others. Moreover, Stack illustrates how different 
relationships between individuals and local and national histories can reflect similar differences 
between their relationship with local and national citizenship, illuminating the ways in which 
belonging is produced at different spatial and temporal levels (90). 
The idea that dissimilar ways of relating to history can affect how people learn and enact 
their citizenship has also been explored in detail by Michelle Bellino. In her ethnography of four 
schools in postwar Guatemala (2017), the author studied the different ways in which Guatemalan 
youth attribute historical significance to their own experiences of democratic disjunctures, and 
how school contexts and practices mediate this process. Her work not only delved into the 
different ways the same past can be narrated in a postwar context like that of Guatemala, but into 
how youth “do not simply inherit memories of violence and visions of peace from their parents 
and teachers; they actively interpret, reconstruct and place themselves within these narratives, 
even when they are intentionally silenced.” (8) 
Finally, social researchers have also explored how social movements’ relationships with 
the state are mediated by their members’ historical consciousness and uses of history.  They have 
asked how historical devices and narratives can be used by social movements as political 
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resources in the present (Servigna 2015; Taft 2011), and how “historical scripts” can become 
sites of contestation in the context of contentious politics, active social movements, and state 
repression (Coronil and Skurski 1991; Lazar 2010). Together, these works emphasize the need to 
understand citizenship relationally, not only in social but in historical terms, and remind us that 
when studying citizenship, it is not only important to ask what, how, and who, but also, when 
(Mayorga 2017).  
1.5 Conclusions 
The best way to understand how people enact their citizenship in changing social and 
historical contexts is through a multidimensional analysis that considers citizenship not as a 
bounded status people can acquire or lose, but as a social process by which human beings enact 
their belonging to political communities, attribute meaning to this belonging, and use it to 
position themselves in relation to others. In this sense, more than asking what citizenship is or 
who has this status and who does not, we should examine the complex and varied ways in which 
citizenship is enacted, learned, and historically produced by people engaging together in social 
practice. 
In order to achieve this objective, my research examines citizenship from a political, an 
educational and a historical perspective. My study argues that the different settings in which high 
school students engage in citizenship education practices – including, but not limited to their 
schools – are relevant sites for studying the changing interactions between citizens, social 
movements and the state. I aim to better understand how high school students engage with these 
practices, not as “future citizens” in training but as active participants in communities of practice, 
who enact scenes of dissensus in order to be heard, included, and counted as part of the 
“distribution of the sensible.” This work carefully examines how Chilean high school students’ 
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enactment of their citizenship produces particular relationships with the political communities to 
which they belong and the state, and how this process is mediated by their historical 
consciousness. Through this analysis, I expect to contribute a more nuanced and 
multidimensional understanding of citizenship education, not only as a pedagogical objective, 
but as a social endeavor that democratic political communities cannot relinquish. 
But how did citizenship education come to be the concrete social endeavor that it is 
today? In the following chapter, I address this question in the Chilean context, by examining the 
formal educational practices and devices deployed in order to achieve a task meaning different 




Chapter 2: A (very) brief history of citizenship education in Chile 
On June 18, 1812, Friar Camilo Henríquez, a Catholic priest and one of the leaders of the 
Chilean Independence movement, published a newspaper article titled “Plan de Organización 
del Instituto Nacional de Chile, escuela central y normal para la difusión y adelantamiento de 
los conocimientos útiles.”16 In it, the priest proposed creating a high school called Instituto 
Nacional, a new educational institution that would replace the existing colonial ones. Henriquez’ 
project laid out the new school’s curriculum, and clearly stated its mission. “El gran fin del 
Instituto” the article declared, “es dar a la Patria ciudadanos que la dirijan, la defiendan, la 
hagan florecer y le den honor”17 (Henríquez 1812). For Henriquez, as for other supporters of 
Chilean independence, education was key for this process, and public schooling was seen as a 
means to educate the modern citizen who would make viable the new republic (Serrano 2010). If 
there is a continuity in the history of Chilean education, it is this: public schooling and 
citizenship education were not only strongly linked during the early days of the Chilean state, but 
continue to be deeply intertwined until today. 
In this chapter, I provide a historical context for my ethnographic study, showing how 
“ideal” notions of citizenship have changed in Chile during the last two centuries. I also 
illuminate how the actors I met in the field dealt with navigating larger historical processes while 
going on with their lives. I do this by arguing that public schooling – in general – and citizenship 
education – in particular – have been, and still are, essential components of the Chilean state-
production process. Since its origins, one of the main aims of the Chilean national schooling 
                                               
16 Organization plan for the National Institute of Chile, central and normal school for the dissemination and 
advancement of useful knowledges. 




system has been the education of citizens who can sustain particular state-projects. Through their 
engagement in educational and social practices in schools and classrooms, students and teachers 
also participate in the political processes of reinforcing, contesting or reshaping these state 
projects. Schools are institutions for governing and, at the same time, they are spaces of creation 
and resistance. The necessary tension this situation produces is at the core of any process of 
formal citizenship education. 
In order to develop this argument, I start by briefly sketching the history of citizenship 
education in Chile between the mid 19th century until 1973, when the Pinochet dictatorship 
began. This first section explains how the Chilean educational system was built and how, in 
different historical moments, state actors tried to shape different “kinds” of citizens through 
public education (Westheimer and Kahne 2004). Then, I move on to the impact of the Pinochet 
dictatorship over the Chilean educational system, illustrating how the implementation of 
neoliberal policies during these years affected high schools and their students. I continue by 
examining the Chilean transition to democracy in the 1990s and early 2000s, highlighting the 
areas of the Chilean educational scenario that were modified by this political shift, and the areas 
which remained untouched. Finally, I discuss the emergence of student movements in the 
country during the last decade, and show the ways in which they have impacted national 
education policies in recent years, including the educational reform initiated by Michelle 
Bachelet in 2014 and its status by the time I entered the field. 
2.1 Kinds of citizenship education in the history of Chilean public schooling (1842-1973) 
Although the Instituto Nacional opened its doors in 1813, the consensus among historians 
of education is that the origins of the Chilean public educational system can be traced back to 
1842. That year two institutions essential for the creation of a network of public schools were 
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founded: the Normal School and the Universidad de Chile. While the former was supposed to 
train the men responsible for teaching children throughout the national territory,xi the latter was 
in charge of oversight of the whole educational system (Serrano 1994). As a result of joint 
cooperation between state actors and local communities, hundreds of primary public schools 
were erected throughout the country, an important element of the state-building process. The 
number of public primary schools rose from 120 in 1848 to 847 in 1885 and, by the 1890s, “la 
escuela pública ya era la primera red territorial del Estado nacional”18 (Serrano, Ponce de León 
y Rengifo 2012a, 181, 367-368; 2012b, 464). 
The public education system built during the second half of the 19th century was actually 
composed of two separated subsystems. Primary and secondary education were provided in 
differentiated institutions, with those attending primary schools rarely going to high schools 
after, and high school students who were unlikely to have attended primary school. This was 
because primary and high schools served two different social groups. Upper-class children 
attended high schools, but usually learned the three R’s at home and received their primary 
education there or at high school “preparatory classes” (Serrano, Ponce de León y Rengifo 
2012b). On the other hand, primary schools were expected to serve working class students, 
providing them only with the so-called “educational rudiments” – mainly, reading, writing and 
the basic elements of the Catholic catechism. Both state actors and intellectuals defended this 
division in practical terms: according to them, working class families were prone to withdraw 
their children from schools and put them to work, which reduced the time students spent in the 
classroom and made it necessary to prioritize their earlier educational years. As a textbook for 
teachers put it in 1845, “[no hay] estudios ni conocimientos de puro adorno para las clases 
                                               
18 The public school had become the first territorial network of the nation-state. 
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laboriosas, i que llamarlas al lujo de la instrucción para excluirlas de ellas después fuera una 
crueldad”19 (Minvielle 1845, 28). 
The primary school curriculum was organized around what the elites believed working 
class children required to participate in the new republic. Basic literacy skills became the main 
educational priority: for the builders of the Chilean nation-state, an orderly and national “written 
language” was required to make viable both the representative political system and the state as a 
bureaucratic apparatus (Serrano and Jaksic 2000). Accordingly, the main educational efforts 
deployed at the primary school level during these decades focused on writing, and specially 
reading classes (Serrano, Ponce de León and Rengifo 2012a). On the other hand, the high 
school’s curriculum exposed students more deeply to a wider range of knowledges. According to 
a presidential decree signed in 1843, high school students had to complete a 6-year plan of 
studies composed by twenty-eight classes, including five classes of Latin, four of history, two of 
literature, one of rhetoric and one of philosophy (Cruz 2002, 72).xii 
A clear citizenship education effort was entrenched in this differentiated educational 
system, one which understood the school as a civilizing institution. According to nineteenth 
century Chilean intellectuals, learning how to read and write would allow illiterate individuals to 
get away from the “barbaric traits” of oral culture and become members of the “civilized 
community” (Amunátegui and Amunategui 1856). However, this literate civilization into which 
individuals would be inducted through primary schooling imposed clear limits to their 
citizenship roles. The Amunategui brothers, two of the main educational scholars of these years, 
presented and defended this point bluntly in a piece that even earned them an award from the 
Ministry of Justice, Worship and Public Instruction:  
                                               
19 [There are no] studies or knowledge of pure adornment for the working classes, and that to call them to the 
luxury of the instruction to exclude them of it later would be a cruelty. 
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Cuanto más instruidos son los individuos, tanto más conocen sus deberes i sus intereses. 
Cuanto más instruidos son, tanto más capaces son también de comprender las ventajas 
que se ligan al cumplimiento de nuestras obligaciones. Cuanto más instruidos son, tanto 
más perciben las penas inherentes a la violación de las leyes divinas i humanas.20 
(Amunátegui and Amunategui 1856, 21). 
 
In the aforementioned lines, the Amunategui brothers were discussing the kind of citizens 
primary schools were supposed to educate. They did this by laying out what primary education 
would allow people to do. In between the lines, they were also stating what primary education 
was not supposed to let individuals to do: be able to decide what duties, obligations, and laws 
were. The people who were allowed to decide this, were those who attended high schools. As 
already stated, public high schools were designed to educate the sons of the elites, in order to 
train leaders for the republican state that was being built.xiii Their comparatively vast and 
complex curriculum served this objective, which explains why some of the main curricular 
discussions of 19th century debated which were the most useful school knowledges for the 
state/bureaucratic apparatus (Jaksic 2013). As Toro (2012) argued, secondary education was 
tasked with building a “virtuous youth,” according to European ideas of modernity. In this 
educational system, two kinds of citizens were supposed to be educated, both destined to enjoy 
the republican civilized project, but only one able to lead it. 
This educational scenario changed in the 1880s, a particularly agitated decade for the 
Chilean state. In 1883, Chile concluded its participation in two large-scale military operations: 
the Pacific War – against Bolivia and Peru – and the Araucanía Occupation – against the 
Mapuche people. The annexation of lands in the north and south of the country stimulated a new 
stream of economic resources flowing into the Chilean state coffers, and this in turn allowed for 
                                               
20 The more educated individuals are, the more they know their duties and interests. The more educated they are, the 
more capable they are to understand the advantages that are linked to complying with their obligations. The more 
educated they are, the more they perceive the inherent penalties of violating the divine and human laws. 
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an increase in public spending. The national state educational budget, for example, went from 
14,880,433 Chilean pesos in 1885 to 57,212,624 in 1905 (Serrano, Ponce de León and Rengifo 
2012b, 454). The government kept building new schools – including the first public high schools 
serving female students – and started hiring foreign teachers – mostly from Germany – to teach 
in high schools, normal schools, and the Instituto Pedagógico, a new institution recently created 
for the training of secondary teachers. These foreign teachers as well as Chilean educational 
scholars started pushing for changes within the public educational system.  
One of these scholars was the President of the Universidad de Chile, Valentín Letelier. 
Letelier believed that public schools, regardless of whether they were primary or secondary, 
should help people in understanding their own needs as well as educate them for self-government 
(Ruiz Schneider 2012). By the end of the century, his ideas had spread beyond the university 
halls, stimulating some of the major educational debates and policies of those years. In 1888, for 
example, the government of President José Manuel Balmaceda organized the First National 
Pedagogical Congress, with two hundred educators from all over the country convening in the 
capital city of Santiago. Julio Bañados, then Minister of Interior,xiv opened the Pedagogical 
Congress’ inaugural session with the following words:  
La instrucción pública es por eso inseparable de la soberanía nacional (…) Si la 
colectividad social es a la vez cabeza i conciencia de los poderes del Estado, i es fuente 
creadora i tribunal donde levanta su solio omnipotente la opinión pública, es lójico que 
se procure transformarla de masa inconsciente en ser pensante, de agua estancada de un 
mar muerto en corrientes fecundas de vida i actividad.21 (Núñez 1890, 3). 
 
The First National Pedagogical Congress illustrates the new role educators were taking in 
the discussion of educational policies. Its conclusions reflected a new understanding of what 
                                               
21 Public instruction is, therefore, inseparable from national sovereignty (…) If the social collective is at the same 
time head and conscience of the powers of the state, and is a creative source and a court where the public opinion 
stablishes its omnipotent throne, it is logical that we sought to transform it from unconscious mass into a thinking 
being, from stagnant water of a dead sea into fertile currents of life and activity. 
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schools should be: spaces for students to think freely, where “al estudio de las palabras ha 
venido a sustituir la observación i la contemplación directa de las cosas; a la memoria 
ejercitada mecánicamente, el juicio; a la letra muerta del texto, la actividad de la 
inteligencia,”22 as José Abelardo Núñez, then General Inspector of Public Instruction, argued in 
one of this congress’ sessions (Núñez 1890, 6). This new discourse was coherent with the 
electoral changes experienced by the country: between 1872 and 1915, a series of electoral 
reforms increased the number of eligible voters from 49,047 to 465,790 (Biblioteca del Congreso 
Nacional de Chile, n.d.). In a country of more or less 3.5 million people, this was still a small 
proportion; however, it revealed some of the first cracks in the nineteenth century oligarchic 
regime. 
Other cracks were even more noticeable. The last decades of the 19th century were 
turbulent in Chile. Social inequality, an increase in urban poverty, and precarious work 
conditions led to the rise of social organizing among working classes and their first large strikes 
and demonstrations (De Ramon 2003). It was not a coincidence that these were the same years 
when Chilean history and civics classes first entered the classroom. Although the Primary 
Instruction Law of 1860 established the mandatory study of the “compendio de la historia de 
Chile i de la Constitución política del Estado,”23 less than 2% of enrolled primary students had 
been effectively exposed to these materials in 1880. As Table Nº 3 shows, in the following 
fifteen years this number exploded, and Chilean history classes reached up to 40% of enrolled 
primary students by 1895. By the first decades of the twentieth century, almost 20% of the 
primary student population was taking a civics class (Serrano, Ponce de León and Rengifo 
                                               
22 The study of words has been replaced by the observation and direct contemplation of things; mechanically 
exercised memory has been replaced by judgment; the dead letter of the text, by the intelligence’s activity. 
23 Compendium of Chilean history and of the Constitution. 
52 
 
2012b, 55). These changes can be explained by the creation of a new curriculum establishing a 
novel system for taking classes, and a series of regulations from the now-called Ministry of 
Public Instruction, which mandated that Principals and inspectors ensure that history of Chile 
and civics classes were offered in primary schools. A similar trend was also visible at a high 
school level, first with curricular reforms that reduced the importance of the Latin class, then 
with the introduction of a new class on the history of Chile – which up until then had been taught 
as part of the History of the Americas class – and, finally, with the creation of the Civic 
Instruction class in 1917 (Cruz 2002; Toro 2010).        
Table 3: Primary students attending a History of Chile class (1880-1895) (Serrano, Ponce 
de León y Rengifo 2012b, 186). 
 1880 1888 1892 1894 1895 
Students enrolled in primary schools 48,794 84,835 109,083 117,489 114,565 
Students attending a History of Chile 
class 1,112 10,748 34,026 78,337 47,746 
% 2.28 12.67 31.19 66.68 41.68 
 
State actors implemented history of Chile and civics classes in schools to deploy the 
symbolic power of the State (Centeno and Ferraro 2014), addressing in this way the 
aforementioned new social tensions. In these two classes, social cohesion was fostered through 
national belonging. This happened both at the primary and high school level, since during these 
decades both subsystems experienced an explosive increase in students’ enrollment. Between 
1895 and 1930, primary school enrollment increased from 114,565 to 458,953 students and high 
school enrollment increased from 11,524 to 55,892 students (Serrano, Ponce de León and 
Rengifo 2012b, 67). This massive expansion in school enrollment led to greater social diversity 
within classrooms. The message state actors aimed to communicate was that regardless of 
whether students were the children of upper-class politicians, members of the new middle-class 
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making their way through the public high school or the military, impoverished saltpeter miners, 
or even defeated Peruvians, Bolivians or Mapuche people, all of them were now inhabitants of 
the same territory and, therefore, members of the Chilean nation-state.  
History of Chile and civics classes were the first formal citizenship education effort that 
was not targeted at a particular group but rather was aimed at the student population as a whole. 
These classes, and especially their textbooks (which were provided by the Ministry of Public 
Instruction), were the main vehicles by which the concepts of nation and patria entered the 
schools as sources of state legitimacy. By the first decade of the twentieth century, patriotism 
was considered the main defense against the erosion of “national solidarity,” a phenomenon 
denounced, among others, by Luis Galdames in one of the most popular history of Chile 
textbooks of the period (Galdames 1906-1907). In the same years, the content of the national 
curriculum began changing too: biographies of the “padres de la patria”24 and the main 
Mapuche leaders were read in the History of Chile class, while topics like “La Patria” or even 
“Lo que el ciudadano debe a la patria. Lo que la patria debe al ciudadano”25 appeared in the 
Civics class (Programa de las Escuelas Primarias 1910, 15-22). 
The new classes and concepts proposed an ideal relationship between the citizens and 
their nation, and through it, to the state.  The concept of patria was a key tool for this, and was 
increasingly presented in textbooks using essentialistic terms: in its Cartilla de Educación 
Cívica, Malaquías Concha (1905) defined it as a “ser sensible que se regocija con nosotros”26 
(11), while Alcayaga and Flores (1927) argued  that “la patria está encarnada en el alma misma 
de la humanidad y todos los cambios que sobrevengan, del carácter de los expresados [cambios 
                                               
24 Founding fathers. 
25 The Motherland / What the citizen owes to the motherland. What the motherland owes to the citizen. 
26 Sensible being that rejoices with us. 
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sociales o de gobierno] no lograrán conmover siquiera los cimientos que le han dado origen”27 
(65). Loving one’s own patria became a civic attitude Chileans schools tried to instill in their 
students (Concha 1905, 6). This trend reached its zenith during the populist dictatorship of 
Colonel Carlos Ibáñez Del Campo (1927-1931), when history of Chile and civics textbooks 
reflected an authoritarian and nationalist discourse in which the nation was seen as a primordial 
being, civism and patriotism were indistinguishable from each other, and citizenship education 
became solely about the duties of individuals to their country (Silva 1928, 36; Serrano, Ponce de 
León and Rengifo 2012b). 
During the Ibañez dictatorship, the Chilean educational system also experienced what 
was called the Educational Reform of 1928. The reform was inspired by the ideas of the Escuela 
Nueva and U.S. American progressive educators, and aimed to establish a more integrated and 
democratic public education system, which would be tailored to the needs of the present world.  
It was also a unique educational reform in the history of the country, since it came from the 
teachers themselves, recently organized in formal unions (Núñez 1986). Although the Ibáñez 
government ended up repressing these teachers, the main ideas of their reform were already in 
place through a series of new educational policies and practices. These ideas would survive not 
only the demise of the teachers’ movement but that of the Ibáñez dictatorship as well. 
The new educational ideas found fertile ground by the end of the 1930s. In 1938, the 
Frente Popular – a coalition of center and left parties such as the Radical, Socialist and 
Communist Party – elected Pedro Aguirre Cerda as the new President of Chile. Aguirre Cerda 
was a middle-class Language teacher and member of the Radical Party, who governed under the 
                                               
27 The motherland is embodied in the very soul of humanity and all the changes to come, of the nature of the 
expressed [social or government changes] will not even move the foundations that have given rise to it. 
55 
 
slogan “Gobernar es Educar.” 28 In agreement with the ideas of the Reform of 1928, Aguirre 
Cerda and his successors argued that the main objective of schools was to build a stronger 
democracy, through new – and renewed – educational practices (“Orientaciones Socio-
Educativas para las Escuelas Primarias de Chile” 1945). The History of Chile class continued 
to be one of the main spaces for this democratic instruction, now based on what Serrano, Ponce 
de León and Rengifo (2012b) have called a “nacionalismo socialdemócrata”29 (45). New 
interpretations of the Chilean padres de la patria entered into school textbooks, emphasizing 
their deeds as civilians and politicians over their military achievements (Toro 2010, 154). At the 
same time, the Ministry of Public Instruction (now called Ministry of Public Education) was 
providing teachers with new resources to instill patriotic sentiments in their students, such as the 
circular “De la Chilenidad,” which recommended educators to intensify the teaching of national 
history since “la chilenidad brota como torrente impetuoso si se estudian con profundidad las 
páginas de nuestra historia prodiga en vidas ejemplares que dieron a Chile un nombre 
respetado en el orbe entero”30 (Inspección Provincial de Educación Primaria. Departamento 
Técnico 1950, 5). This chilenidad was not in service of the state but of democracy: patriots were 
not supposed to blindly obey the government, but to work for their own wellbeing, that of those 
around them, and a more just society (Serrano et al. 2018). More students than ever before were 
exposed to the idea of chilenidad in schools. The percentage of children of school age attending 
primary schools went from 52.8% in 1930 to 61.4% in 1960. In the same years, the percentage of 
youths attending secondary school went from 14.9% to 36.8% (Serrano et al. 2018, 67). This 
important increase in high schools’ reach owed to the construction of several new public high 
                                               
28 To govern is to educate. 
29 Social-democratic nationalism. 
30 Chileanness emerges as an impetuous torrent if the pages of our history, which is full of exemplary lives that gave 
Chile a respected name in the entire world, are studied in depth. 
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schools. Many of these were new technical high schools which, unlike the traditional liceos, 
mainly provided their students with industrial or commercial training. 
At the primary level, the citizenship education efforts of these years were focused on the 
application of the Escuela Nueva’s ideas, particularly their active and democratic pedagogies 
(Serrano et al. 2018). At the secondary level, novel spaces of student participation began to arise. 
The two most important were the Class Council and the student government. The Class Council 
was initially tried in 1932 at the Liceo Experimental Manuel de Salas – an experimental school 
founded that same year following the ideas of John Dewey and other progressive educators – but 
its implementation in all public high schools did not occur until 1953 (Núñez 1989). The Class 
Council was a new formal citizenship education class in which cohort-groups had a weekly 
established time to meet and discuss their own collective issues. Further, each Class Council had 
a student-elected Executive Board and a variable number of working committees (Dirección 
General de Educación Secundaria 1935; “Naturaleza y Funcionamiento de los Consejos de 
Curso” 1954).  
In parallel, several student governments were being formed throughout the country, 
especially through the elections of Executive Boards. One of the first was that of the Liceo de 
Hombres de San Bernardo, which had among its objectives “fomentar el compañerismo, la 
participación del liceo en la ciudad, promover actividades culturales y la solidaridad social”31 
(Serrano 2018, 79). Although originally these institutions focused mostly on recreational and 
cultural activities, by the 1950s student governments had become important political actors. 
Organized in the Federación de Estudiantes Secundarios de Chile (FESES), they could be found 
protesting in the streets, mainly because of precarious school infrastructure (Serrano 2018). 
                                               




The Class Council and the student government became significant for Chilean high 
school students’ citizenship education. In an educational system that continued becoming more 
socially diverse, these educational spaces helped in the production of what Sol Serrano called “el 
relato”32 of the Chilean public high school: one that understood the liceo as an institution tasked 
with the education of both elites and middle classes, with the main objective of promoting the 
democratic stability and economic progress of the country (Serrano 2018). New spaces of student 
participation would allow students to learn how to behave with others and govern themselves, as 
Egidio Orellana, Director of the Instituto Pedagógico of the Universidad de Chile, put it in 1956 
(“Curso de Perfeccionamiento” 1956; “El Alumno de Educación Secundaria” 1956, 6-7; 
“Síntesis de las Convenciones de SONAP” 1959, 17). Further, the new practices associated with 
these spaces of student participation – including, but not limited to contentious political practices 
– illustrated how public high schools were explicitly understood not only as institutions for 
national identification but also for political education. The topic had been hotly debated during 
the previous decades: in 1933, Congressman Alejandro Dussaillant proposed a law declaring 
public education should be “neutral” in political, social, economic and religious terms. Moisés 
Mussa, one of the main Ministry of Public Education’s officers at the time, strongly rejected this 
idea. According to him, this mandate was absurd, since a neutral school “no ha existido, ni 
existe, ni existirá (…) Porque desempeña una función social y es un instrumento social, la 
escuela no puede ser neutra”33 (Mussa 1933, 29).  
By the late 1960s, Mussa’s words had transformed into real and concrete formal 
citizenship education practices implemented throughout the Chilean education system. A new 
                                               
32 The tale. 
33 It has not existed, does not exist, and will not exist (…) Because it performs a social function and is a social 
instrument, the school cannot be neutral. 
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educational reform was underway too, led by the newly elected government of the Christian 
Democrat Eduardo Frei Montalva. This reform aimed to build an even more democratic 
educational system (Caiceo Escudero 2013; Zúñiga2015), but its results were never assessed. Its 
implementation was truncated by a much deeper disruption that soon affected not only the 
educational but all other structures of Chilean society: the military coup that overthrew the 
government of Salvador Allende on September 11th of 1973. 
2.2 The Pinochet dictatorship and the neoliberal turn (1973-1990) 
In October 24, 1970, Salvador Allende was inaugurated as President of Chile, after the 
almost two months of conflict and negotiation that followed the September 4 presidential 
elections, when 36.3% of the voters supported his candidacy. In the context of the Cold War and 
as the first democratically elected socialist President of the country, Allende was perceived as a 
threat both by the Chilean right-wing and the government of the United States, which worked 
jointly to destabilize his administration (Basso Prieto 2013; Gonzalez Pino and Fontaine 
Talavera 1997). Allende’s government tragically ended on September 11, 1973, when the 
commanders of the Army, the Navy, the Air Force, and the National Police took up arms against 
him and bombed the presidential palace, La Moneda. Allende’s supporters surrendered, Allende 
himself committed suicide, and a military junta led by Army General Augusto Pinochet took 
over, closing down the Congress and becoming the de facto national government. So started a 
seventeen-year bloody dictatorship that systematically violated the human rights of their political 
adversaries and changed the face of the country. According to Human Rights reports later 
published, between 1973 and 1990 more than 3,000 individuals were murdered by the 
dictatorship’s security services. 35,000 other citizens were tortured and imprisoned for political 
reasons, and more than 200,000 were exiled and had to leave the country (Comisión Asesora 
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Presidencial para la Calificación de Detenidos Desaparecidos, Ejecutados Políticos y Víctimas de 
Prisión, Política y Tortura 2011; Comisión Nacional de Verdad y Reconciliación 1996[1991]; 
Comisión Nacional sobre Prisión Política y Tortura 2005).  
One of the main aims of the junta was the reconstruction of the Chilean economy, 
devastated by the high inflation rates of the previous decades. To do this, the military 
government followed the ideas of the so-called “Chicago Boys.” They were a group of 
economists from the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile who, in the 1950s, did 
postgraduate studies in the University of Chicago sponsored by the United States Agency of 
International Cooperation, thanks to an agreement between these two higher education 
institutions (Memoria Chilena, n.d.). In the 1970s and 1980s, several of these Chicago Boys 
advised the junta, becoming a bridge between Pinochet and some of their former professors at 
Chicago – including Milton Friedman and Arnold Harberger. Some of the Chicago Boys even 
worked for the dictatorship administration as Ministers of Finance or Economy. Under their 
oversight, Chile became one of the first countries where the Welfare State was dismantled and 
neoliberal policies were experimented with (Harvey 2007). These policies included the 
privatization of public enterprises and services, the reduction of social programs, and the 
promotion of competition in areas where markets did not previously exist (Murphy 2015). One 
of these areas was the educational system. 
Until the 1970s, the structure of the Chilean educational system followed the logic of 
what was called the Estado Docente: public schools depended directly from the Ministry of 
Public Education and were funded by it, while private schools could only ask for public funding 
if they were able to provide free education and a “local hijiénico”34 for their students, as well as 
                                               
34 Hygienic building. 
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follow the nationally mandated curriculum – excluding the Religion class. These subsidized 
private schools also fell under the oversight of the Ministry of Public Education, even though the 
public funding they received per student was only half of what public schools got (Dirección 
Jeneral de Educación Primaria 1921, 19-20). Further, the higher education system consisted of a 
total of eight universities, two of them funded by the state, with the other six receiving 
“subvención estatal, pues cooperaban con la función educacional del Estado”35 (Cruz-Coke 
2004, 1544). The two state universities – the Universidad de Chile and the Universidad Técnica 
del Estado – had nine regional campuses each, dispersed throughout the country. This scenario 
changed drastically in the early 1980s, when the Pinochet dictatorship implemented an 
educational reform that some scholars have called “la fase del shock”36 (Assaél Budnik et al. 
2011, 307). This reform had three main components: the deregulation of the higher education 
market, the municipalization of schools and the implementation of a voucher system. 
The deregulation of the higher education market was achieved by the General Law of 
Universities, signed in January of 1981. Private providers were now authorized to open as many 
universities as they wished, as long as these were non-profit organizations, were not acting 
against the law or national security, and had no less than one hundred students (Ministerio de 
Educación Pública 1981). Further, the regional campuses of the Universidad de Chile and the 
Universidad Técnica del Estado were transformed into new state universities, thereby 
fragmenting and weakening public higher education institutions, and making them less 
competitive in this new market-driven system (Assaél Budnik et al. 2011). Private providers 
certainly made good use of this new opportunity. By 1990, sixteen more private universities had 
been established in the country (Cruz-Coke 2004). 
                                               
35 State subsidies, because they cooperated with the educational function of the state. 
36 The shock phase. 
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Also in 1981, all primary and secondary public schools were transferred from the 
Ministry of Public Education to the local municipalities. This transfer included the teaching staff 
and all school buildings (Cox 2003). Government officials defended this reform, arguing that it 
was “congruente con la institucionalidad política y económica de una sociedad libre y 
eficiente”37 (“Aprueba Convenio entre el Ministerio de Educación Pública y la Ilustre 
Municipalidad de Chillán” 1981). They also claimed this measure would contribute to the 
decentralization of the educational services. However, all the Mayors leading the local 
municipalities were still directly appointed by Pinochet. This new legislation reduced the 
Ministry’s tasks to deciding the curriculum schools should follow and the textbooks they should 
use, leaving local municipalities all decisions regarding the schools’ infrastructure, staff, and 
even the continuity of healthcare and medical services these institutions provided.  
After transferring public schools to local municipalities, the final step of this “fase del 
shock” was promoting the introduction of private providers into the school system. In order to do 
so, the Pinochet regime followed Milton Friedman’s ideas and implemented a voucher system to 
replace the centralized funding process for a decentralized one, based on the principle of school 
choice (Cox 2003). Under this new system, both public and subsidized private schools started 
receiving the same public funding per student, which aimed to promote competition as a 
mechanism of school improvement. Collectively, these policies contributed to the disintegration 
of the public-school system: by 1989, public school enrollment had dropped from 75.3% to 
58.4% of the student population, while subsidized private school enrollment had increased from 
19.6% to 32.3% (Cox 2003). 
                                               
37 Congruent with the political and economic institutionality of a free and efficient society. 
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The Pinochet dictatorship not only deeply modified the structure of the Chilean 
educational system. It also severely affected the kind of citizens schools were trying to educate. 
Accusing the Allende’s government of transforming schools into Marxist indoctrination centers, 
the military regime attempted to “purify” the classroom of all elements considered “subversive” 
and, in doing so, reintroduced an authoritarian nationalist discourse in schools. The military 
supervised all educational elements considered ideological or relevant to national security, 
including comments regarding current politics, jokes about the junta members, and any 
“distorsión de los conceptos y valores patrios”38 (Reyes 2013, 33).  
Again, history classes were one of the main vehicles used for this instruction. The new 
Social and Historical Sciences class curriculum, published in 1974, aimed to reinforce patriotism 
and at the same time it played down contents on Latin American history. According to Reyes 
(2013), in 1980 Pinochet himself edited this class’ curriculum for 8th grade, “excluyendo 
referencias a clases y partidos, y redefiniendo interpretaciones sobre la Revolución Rusa, el 
marxismo y la Constitución de 1925”39 (34). A new curriculum, published in 1981, kept most of 
these changes and added new contents to this class, such as the contribution of the armed forces 
to the history of Chile (Zuñiga 2015). History textbooks, as well, experienced a similar change 
(Toro 2015). 
Civic rituals at schools also worked as events to reinforce authoritarian nationalism. In 
1980, for example, the Ministry of Public Education called for a national meeting of experts to 
study the Chilean anthem. The objective of the reunion was to uniform the several existing 
versions of the song, guarantee its “vigor y marcialidad” and “establecer las circunstancias en 
                                               
38 Distortion of national concepts and values. 
39 Excluding references to classes and parties, and redefining interpretations of the Russian Revolution, Marxism 
and the 1925 Constitution. 
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que debe interpretarse y la actitud del ciudadano durante su interpretación,”40 particularly in 
schools (Ministerio de Educación Pública 1980a). The military government also updated an 
executive decree signed during the Aguirre Cerda years, establishing a weekly civic ceremony in 
all primary schools and a daily salute to the flag. The original decree also forbade the display of 
any foreign emblem or sign at schools, as well as any portrait of a foreign leader (Ministerio de 
Educación Pública 1941). In 1974, only one article was added to the decree. It mandated that in 
each weekly civic ritual, teachers would have to stress “la importancia y proyección del 
acontecimiento histórico que se conmemora en la efemérides más próxima, señalada en el 
Calendario de Efemérides que por Resolución fije el Ministro de Educación Pública”41 
(Ministerio de Educación Pública 1975a). The calendar was established a year later and included 
thirty-one important historical dates: more than half of them commemorated military battles, six 
were related to the armed forces or one of the military padres de la patria, and five were linked 
to the Chilean expansion over territories such as Easter Island or Antarctica (Ministerio de 
Educación Pública 1975b). An interpretation of the history of the country based on an 
authoritarian – and militaristic – nationalism was not only being propagated in the classrooms, 
but also in schools’ backyards and hallways. 
These curricular and pedagogical changes were nurtured by a new educational discourse: 
one claiming that schools should be “apolitical” institutions. Political activity, the government 
officers argued, had no place in educational institutions, since it could only lead to indoctrination 
or subversion (Ruiz Schneider 2012). Supporters of the newly implemented neoliberal ideas 
                                               
40 Vigor and martiality / To establish the circumstances in which it should be interpreted and the attitude of the 
citizen during its interpretation. 
41 The importance and projection of the historical event that is commemorated in the nearest important historical 




were also in agreement on this point. They emphasized that educational activity should be 
focused on the individual – understood as a free and rational being – rather than the collectivity. 
A couple years after the end of the Pinochet regime, former Ministry of Finance, Hernán Büchi, 
would clearly express this while praising the educational achievements of the dictatorship:  
Las personas son perfectamente capaces de discernir qué les conviene y qué no. Para eso 
no necesitan tutores como se cree al interior de los esquemas dirigistas (…) Si alguien no 
obstante conocer la sobreoferta de profesionales de determinada especialidad insiste en 
matricularse en esa carrera y en asumir los costos de sus estudios, está en su pleno 
derecho.42 (Ruiz Schneider 2012, 25). 
 
Neoliberal emphasis on individualism and free choice brought with it wide-scale 
standardized testing as one of its main instruments. In order to allow parents to make informed 
decisions as to which schools they should enroll their children in, the dictatorship’s educational 
officers argued that new assessment devices for schools were needed. One of these devices was 
the Sistema de Medición de la Calidad de la Educación43 (SIMCE). After several preliminary 
trials since the early 1980s, in 1988 the SIMCE was applied to more than 90% of fourth and 
eighth graders, assessing their linguistic and mathematic skills. The SIMCE was supposed to 
guarantee a market-driven educational system, in which discerning parents would “reward” good 
schools and “punish” bad ones through their enrollment decisions. At the same time, the SIMCE 
worked as a sophisticated device of curriculum control. Although a nationally mandated 
curriculum still existed, the Pinochet government, in line with the neoliberal educational 
reformers’ ideas, allowed schools to implement their own curricular programs and even 
determine “el grado en que deban alcanzarse los objetivos del programa de acuerdo a la 
                                               
42 People are perfectly able to discern what is good for them and what is not. For that, they do not need tutors as it 
is believed in centrally-planned systems (…) If someone, knowing the excess of supply of professionals of a certain 
specialty insists on enrolling in that career and assuming the costs of his studies, he is just exercising a right. 
43 Education Quality Assessment System. 
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realidad de cada curso”44 (Ministerio de Educación Pública 1980b). However, a high-stakes 
standardized test like the SIMCE did not consider these adaptations, which could lead to poor 
results and, therefore, reduce student enrollment. In this sense, the SIMCE became a 
sophisticated governmentality device (Foucault 1997[1978]; Friedrich 2010). Through its use, 
the government fostered new neoliberal principles of competition and accountability in the 
educational system while at the same time keeping control over the learning – and therefore, the 
kind of citizen – that schools were aiming to achieve. 
2.3 The Long Democratic Transition (1990-2006) 
In order to consolidate its political and economic project, the Pinochet dictatorship wrote 
a new constitution to replace the one signed in 1925. In the context of severe political repression 
and without electoral registers, a national referendum to approve the new constitution was called 
for by the government. On September 11, 1980, 65.71% of the voters approved the government’s 
proposal. The 1980 Constitution set the foundations of what was called a “subsidiary state,” 
establishing in its first article that the Chilean state had to recognize and protect all “grupos 
intermedios a través de los cuales se organiza y estructura la sociedad,” guaranteeing their 
“adecuada autonomía para cumplir sus propios fines”45 (República de Chile 2019 [1980], 11). 
The new constitution also prohibited any act aiming to propagate the notion of “class struggle,” 
de facto forbidding the existence of the Communist Party.  
The new constitution also defined the path toward a potential return to democracy. 
According to the text, Augusto Pinochet was to rule the country for eight more years, now as 
President of the Republic. After those eight years, a new referendum would be called for, so 
                                               
44 The degree to which the objectives of the program must be achieved, according to the reality of each cohort-
group. 




citizens could decide if they wanted Pinochet to continue to govern, or if democratic elections 
were to be held. The dictatorship’s adversaries disagreed on what to do about this referendum. 
They debated whether they should participate and risk losing and legitimizing the Pinochet 
regime, or continue opposing the dictatorship in the streets and by force. Finally, a large group of 
the opposition created the Concertación de Partidos por el No (later known as Concertación de 
Partidos por la Democracia or just Concertación) and actively participated in the referendum 
process under the slogan “Chile, la alegría ya viene.”46 On October 5, 1988, more than 
7,250,000 voters went to the polls in one of the most memorable days in the recent history of the 
country. Later that night, and under the gaze of several international observers, the dictatorship 
officials recognized their defeat, with the option against Pinochet’s continuity obtaining 54.7% 
of the votes. One year later, democratic presidential elections were conducted in the country and, 
on March 11, 1990, Patricio Aylwin, a Democratic Christian politician and one of the 
Concertación leaders, became the first democratically elected President of Chile since Salvador 
Allende. 
The Aylwin presidency initiated a period that Chilean scholars and commentators called 
the “Chilean Transition to Democracy,” and which end date is still highly debated today (Flores 
2016; Godoy Arcayaga 1999; Huneeus 1994; Siavelis 2009). The post-Pinochet Chile was a 
deeply fractured society. Almost half of the country had actively supported the dictatorship 
during the 1988 referendum, and they continued backing up its former civil authorities, now 
transformed into candidates of the right-wing parties Unión Demócrata Independiente and 
Renovación Nacional. Pinochet himself was far from retired from public life: after Aylwin was 
inaugurated as President, the former dictator went back to being Commander in Chief of the 
                                               
46 Chile, happiness is coming. 
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Army and, once he retired, became the first Chilean senator for life, according to what had been 
established in the 1980 Constitution. Furthermore, neither the Aylwin presidency nor the 
following three Concertación governments, worked directly against the neoliberal model 
installed during the dictatorship years. Instead, they tried to reconfigure it, transforming the 
subsidiary state into what Schild (2013) defined as an enabling state: one that through both 
cohesion and increased social spending, aimed to continue the neoliberal privatization process 
while also turning “societies into entrepreneurial societies through the ‘self-responsibilization’ of 
individuals— as entrepreneurial selves— who can function in the new economy social policy” 
(204). This happened in parallel with what Paley (2001) called the “marketing of democracy.” 
The Concertación governments opposed democracy to dictatorship in dual terms, and gave to the 
citizenry the responsibility of upholding the former by supporting the new democratic 
government’s efforts. In this way, Paley argues, the new authorities demobilized social 
movements while also selling the idea of democratic stability both internally and to foreign 
investors. 
The educational system was not an exception in this new scenario. The Concertación 
governments progressively increased the public budget allocated to education, but did not 
implement substantial modifications to most of the dictatorship’s educational policies. Rather, 
new policies reinforced the market-driven logic sustaining the educational system. The clearest 
example of this was the case of the educational co-payment. In 1988, the Ministry of Finance had 
created the modality of “shared financing” for subsidized private schools, which essentially 
meant that these schools were now authorized to charge fees to their students’ parents, but would 
receive less public funding for doing it. Five years later, the Aylwin government not only 
legitimized this system, but even expanded it, by increasing the maximum co-payment 
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subsidized private schools could charge and reducing – and in some cases even eliminating – the 
penalty these schools would suffer in the public funding they were receiving (Castro Paredes 
2014). This move reinforced socio-educational segregation based on family income (Assaél 
Budnik et al. 2011) and contributed to the continuing decay of the public schooling system. By 
2010, public school enrollment had fallen to 40.7% of the total school enrollment (Kremerman 
2011). Further, according to the Encuesta de Caracterización Socioeconómica Nacional47 
(CASEN), 52.8% of students in the last quintile of autonomous income and 46.7% in the second-
to-last one were enrolled in public schools in 2011, while only 0.8% and 1% were enrolled in 
private schools respectively. Conversely, while only 18% of students in the highest quintile were 
enrolled in public schools, 39.9% were in private ones (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social 2013).  
In pedagogical terms, many educational devices implemented by the Pinochet 
dictatorship were kept in place, mainly those of curricular flexibilization and high-stakes 
standardized testing. The Ley Orgánica Constitucional de Enseñanza or LOCE, signed on the 
last day of the dictatorship, established that the Ministry of Public Education (now simply called 
Ministry of Education) should stop elaborating mandatory study plans and just limit itself to the 
definition of a curricular framework for schools. The authoritarian nationalism was eradicated 
from schools by curricular reforms implemented in 1996, but these reforms only deepened the 
defense of the principle of “curricular autonomy” (Establece objetivos fundamentales y 
contenidos mínimos obligatorios para la Educacion Basica y fija normas generales para su 
aplicacion 1996). In parallel, the SIMCE was also expanded, both in terms of the cohorts 
assessed and the subjects being tested. In 2003, a new college entrance test called Prueba de 
Selección Universitaria or PSU was also established, and the score obtained on this test became 
                                               
47 National Socioeconomic Characterization Survey. 
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one of the two only criteria to access higher education – the other being enough money to afford 
it. Since the PSU test used the national curricular framework for high schools to assess students 
in Language, Math, Social Studies, and Sciences, it worked as a governmentality device in 
similar ways as the SIMCE did. The prevalence and expansion of high-stakes testing and 
accountability systems not only continued the citizenship education work of the dictatorship but, 
according to educational researchers, also produced a “crisis of meaning” among both students 
and teachers, who felt like cogs in a machine that worked mainly through and for high-stakes 
standardized testing (Assaél Budnik et al. 2011).  
Finally, the educational discourse claiming that schools should be “apolitical” institutions 
persisted, even after the Pinochet regime had ended. The truth is that an “apolitical” school was, 
for this discourse’s supporters, a school that promoted an individualistic kind of citizen, willing 
to participate as an actor in a free market, but reluctant to do so in the public sphere – and even 
less so, through contentious politics. During the Transition years, this discourse translated into 
the silencing of political conflict, especially that related to the previous dictatorship. The former 
Pinochet supporters were the more vocal advocates of this. For example, in the early 1990s, 
Hernán Büchi harshly criticized the inclusion of topics related to Human Rights in the national 
curricular framework and even accused the Aylwin government of doing this in order to change 
“o manipular el perfil y los valores del cuerpo social”48 through education (Büchi 1993, 137). 
Almost a decade later, the Unión Demócrata Independiente Congresswoman María Angélica 
Cristi still opposed discussing the dictatorship in social studies classes, arguing that because the 
Pinochet years were still a time that “despierta pasiones en la mayoría de los chilenos, las clases 
darán lugar a acaloradas discusiones políticas, no históricas”49 (Reyes 2013, 42).  
                                               
48 Or manipulate the profile and values of the social body. 
49 Arouses passions in most Chileans, classes will lead to heated political discussions, not historical ones. 
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In the end, the solution was to include a “sanitized version” of the Pinochet dictatorship 
in the national curricular framework. The topic appeared in the non-mandatory programs for 6th 
and 10th grade. In the 10th grade curriculum, it was located at the end of a large list of topics that 
covered more than four hundred years of Chilean history, thus preventing most teachers from 
discussing the subject in their classrooms. Moreover, the textbooks provided by the Ministry of 
Education in these years presented a narrative that depicted the coup as an inevitable event (due 
to the political conflict of the 1970s), emphasized the dictatorship’s economic success, and 
downplayed its human rights violations (Reyes 2013). None of this changed until 2009, when a 
new curricular reform established that Chilean history should be taught in both 10th and 11th 
grade, distributing the same topics over two years and providing teachers with more time to 
actually discuss them. By that time, the educational discussions were not limited to the hallways 
of the Ministry. The debate had already started to move to the streets. 
2.4 The Decade of Student Movements (2006-2016) 
In July of 2005, after the Senate approved a series of reforms to the Chilean Constitution, 
President Ricardo Lagos declared that the transition to democracy had finally – and successfully 
– ended. Although the assertion was still debatable – since the reforms had not touched the 
electoral system created by the dictatorship, nor the neoliberal logics entrenched in the 
constitution – these modifications were indeed some of the more profound ones this legal text 
had experienced since 1980.xv While the country experienced these significant, but still 
moderate, political changes, schools were undergoing a similar shift. In 1998, the Ministry of 
Education eliminated the Civics class and moved from a civic education paradigm to a 
citizenship education one, distributing its lessons throughout the whole school curriculum (Cox 
2006). The modification was later supported by the results of the 1999 IEA Civic Education 
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study, which showed Chilean students socialized in the previous curriculum fared worse than the 
average international student when tested for civic knowledges, skills and attitudes. In 2004, a 
presidential Citizenship Education Committee was called for by the Ministry of Education in 
order to propose “una visión fundada de los nuevos requerimientos de la ciudadanía 
democrática, así como criterios y medidas de mejoramiento de la formación ciudadana en la 
experiencia escolar”50 (Comisión Formación Ciudadana 2004, 10) . In its final report, the 
commission  declared that “el currículo chileno de formación ciudadana estaba ya en 2004 al 
día con las mejores practicas internacionales, superando lo meramente cognitivo”51 (Mardones 
2015, 148) and pointed to gaps in the implementation of citizenship education, but left schools 
with no concrete policies to address them. 
However, the most important educational changes of these years did not come from state 
institutions but from the streets. In the context of gradual changes in a landscape of still 
predominant neoliberal educational policies, the Revolución Pingüina erupted. Revolución 
Pingüina – or “Penguin Revolution,” in direct reference to the traditional black and white 
uniform worn by Chilean high schoolers – was the name given to a series of high school student 
protests that occurred all over Chile during 2006. This was not the first student movement the 
Concertación governments faced: in 2000, the main high school students’ political organization, 
FESES, was replaced by the Asamblea Coordinadora de Estudiantes Secundarios (ACES), 
which the following year led a series of street protests demanding a state-mandated differential 
public transport fare for students (Borri 2016). However, the strength and size of the Revolución 
Pingüina took most political actors by surprise, in what was “the most significant set of 
                                               
50 A well-informed vision of the new requirements for democratic citizenship, as well as criteria and actions to 
improve citizenship education throughout the school experience. 
51 The Chilean citizenship education curriculum was already in 2004 up to date with the best international 
practices, surpassing the merely cognitive dimension. 
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demonstrations in Chile since the return of democracy in 1990” (Bellei and Cabalin 2013, 112). 
The movement’s original demands included the provision of free transportation passes, the 
elimination of the PSU fees, and the improvement of precarious public school facilities all over 
the country. As time went on, protesters focused their discourse on the entrenched inequality of 
the Chilean educational system and made the LOCE the main target of their actions (Bellei and 
Cabalin 2013).  
The movement’s actions had several consequences. Facing this massive and widely 
supported social movement in the first year of her presidency, Michelle Bachelet – the first 
woman to be elected President in Chile, and also a Concertación leader – decided on a strategy 
of dialogue and quick responses. A day after a national strike called by the pingüinos – in which 
more than 600,000 citizens participated – Bachelet answered several of the students’ demands, 
including a reform to the LOCE – which was later repealed – and the conformation of two 
presidential committees for education, in which students’ delegates would participate (Borri 
2016). Later in the same month, the government also modified the decree regulating student 
governments. Since the Pinochet dictatorship had repressed and persecuted student governments 
in order to neutralize any opposition, one of the first measures of the Aylwin government had 
been to guarantee their existence, which it did by a decree signed on April 20th, 1990. However, 
in yet another example of the “marketing of democracy” implemented by the Concertación 
governments (Paley 2001), this decree reflected an understanding of citizenship education as a 
developmentalist and conflict-free process (Dagnino 2007; Taft 2011). Its first article declared 
that student governments were organizations formed by all students of any high school, and that 
its aim was:  
…servir a sus miembros, en función de los propósitos del establecimiento y dentro de las 
normas de organización escolar, como medio de desarrollar en ellos el pensamiento 
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reflexivo, el juicio crítico y la voluntad de acción, de formarlos para la vida democrática, 
y de prepararlos para participar en los cambios culturales y sociales.52 (Ministerio de 
Educación Pública 1990). 
 
On June 21, 2006, as a result of the Penguin Revolution, the decree was reformed and the 
sentence “en función de los propósitos del establecimiento y dentro de las normas de 
organización escolar”53 was removed. A new subsection was also added at the end of the 
decree’s first article, stating that “En ningún establecimiento se podrá negar la constitución y 
funcionamiento de un Centro de Alumnos”54 (Ministerio de Educación 2006). Although this was 
an important victory, the dialogue and quick-response strategy of the government was effective 
in that it played off of the internal tensions among the student movement and thus furthered its 
demobilization (Borri 2016). By the end of 2006, new protests were severely repressed by the 
government, and by the beginning of the following year, the pingüinos’ movement had almost 
completely disappeared from the public arena. 
In 2010, Sebastián Piñera became the first right-wing President democratically elected in 
Chile since 1958. Running on a platform explicitly promising to deepen “la libre competencia en 
todos los mercados”55 (Piñera 2009, 31), Piñera proposed a higher education reform in 2011 
which would “make the allocation of public resources more dependent upon performance 
indicators and upon increased competition” between public and private universities (Salinas and 
Fraser 2012, 20). In response to this, tens of thousands of college students went to the streets to 
protest. Led by the Confederación de Estudiantes de Chile or CONFECH – a democratic 
organization that has united most Chilean college students’ federations since 1984 – the protests 
                                               
52 To serve its members, according to the purposes of the school and within the rules of school organization, as a 
means to develop in them reflective thinking, critical judgment and willingness to act, to train them for democratic 
life, and to prepare them to participate in cultural and social changes. 
53 According to the purposes of the school and within the rules of school organization. 
54  No school may deny the creation and operation of a student government. 
55 Free competition in all markets. 
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soon coalesced in a new social movement: the Chilean Student Movement. Their slogan was: 
“Educación Gratuita y de Calidad para Todos”56 (Bellei and Cabalín 2013). High school 
students were also relevant participants of this movement, mainly through their own student 
governments and high school student political organizations such as ACES and the newly 
created Coordinadora de Estudiantes Secundarios (CONES). The movement was at first aimed 
against the neoliberal educational policies entrenched both at school and university levels. 
However, it soon advanced towards a broader critique of the neoliberal model implemented in 
Chile, arguing for other changes, including a comprehensive tax reform and a new constitution 
(Stromquist and Sanyal 2013). 
One among several Latin American social movements emerging in the last decades 
against neoliberal policies (Almeida and Cordero Ulate 2015), the Chilean Student Movement 
stood out for two main reasons. One was its wide repertoire of contention. Although its backbone 
was the street demonstration – with its most massive protests reaching hundreds of thousands of 
attendants – the Chilean Student Movement mixed more traditional contentious political actions 
– such as occupations and hunger strikes – with more innovative ones, like collective artistic 
performances and the use of websites and social media (Stromquist and Sanyal 2013; García and 
Aguirre 2016). The second reason it stood out was the relationship the Chilean Student 
Movement established with the state. While other social movements in the region tried to gain 
access to the state (Fernandes 2010; Cerruti and Grimson 2013), the Chilean Student Movement 
took a different road: that of aiming to change state policies while maintaining distance from the 
state itself. Including in its ranks several former pingüinos, this student movement remained 
distrustful of state institutions and wary of making the mistakes that they believed demobilized 
                                               
56 Free and Quality Education for all. 
75 
 
their predecessors in 2006 (von Bullow and Bidegain Ponte 2015). However, after achieving 
some of its first victories, the Chilean Student Movement did not dissolve. Its strategy was that 
of negotiation combined with mobilization and, through it, this social movement has become a 
relevant political actor during recent years (Salinas and Fraser 2012). 
The effectiveness of the Chilean Student Movement’s strategy was clear in 2014, when 
Michelle Bachelet was elected President of Chile for the second time, now as the candidate of a 
new and more progressive coalition called Nueva Mayoría – which included all former 
Concertación parties, plus the Communist Party – and running on a platform based on several of 
the movement’s demands. As part of a series of policies attempting to eradicate the dominant 
neoliberal dynamics of the Chilean state, the Bachelet government proposed a comprehensive 
educational reform. This reform was comprised of four main pillars. The first was the Teacher 
Career Law, which would improve the training, salaries and working conditions of school 
teachers. Second was the Higher Education Law, which would regulate higher education 
institutions in order to assure their quality, as well as guarantee that college would be free for all 
accepted students. Next was the Inclusion Law, which would prohibit admissions processes in 
schools financed totally or partially with public funds, as well as forbid charging school fees to 
the parents of their students. Finally, there was the New Public Education Law, which would 
transfer all public schools from local municipalities to state specialized, decentralized and 
territorialized institutions called Local Educational Services. Further, in October of 2015, 
Bachelet presented a project to replace the 1980 Constitution. Suggesting that most of the 
country did not have the “herramientas”57 and information required to fully participate in this 
constituent process, the Bachelet government ambiguously named the first stage of its project as 




a process of “Educación cívica y constitucional,”58 although these terms were not defined clearly 
(Gobierno de Chile 2015). As part of this process, the government also passed Law Nº 20.911 – 
also known as the Citizenship Formation Law – mandating the implementation of Citizenship 
Education Plans in all schools in the country and the creation of a new class mandatory for all 
11th and 12th graders: the Citizenship Education class. All of these proposed laws wreaked havoc 
among politicians, stoking some of the most heated educational discussions in the country since 
the Allende’s presidency.  
2.5 Conclusions 
The history of Chilean public schooling is, in a way, also the history of citizenship 
education in Chile, and vice versa. In this chapter, I have argued that public schooling in Chile 
was born with the objective of educating citizens. Although the kind of citizens required by state 
actors changed throughout history, this main objective remained (and remains) at the core of the 
Chilean educational system. Further, I also showed that students have not only been passive 
receptors of these educational policies and practices, but have engaged with them in different 
ways, including resisting and protesting them in both their schools and in the streets. Students are 
not only affected by state projects, but their educational practices also become part of their 
relationship with the state as civil society members, and of the production of the state itself 
(Mitchell 2006[1999]). Tracing these processes across time, I have illustrated how the “kinds” of 
citizenship promoted by Chilean public high schools in the last two centuries have changed but, 
more important, how the actors I am studying in these pages were, first and foremost, engaging 
in a historical process, by taking into account the sediments of the past while making bids for 
possible futures (Varenne 2008). 
                                               
58 Civic and Constitutional Education. 
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Chilean high school students certainly had a lot to take into account by the beginning of 
2017. As previously mentioned, the Chilean Student Movement did not disappear after the 
Bachelet educational reform was announced; to the contrary, college and secondary students kept 
demonstrating in the streets as a way to make their voices heard in this reform’s design and 
implementation. By March of 2017, the Teacher Career Law and the Inclusion Law had already 
been approved. However, only the first was completely implemented, and politicians from both 
sides of the aisle were proposing to modify the second one in ways that could curtail its original 
intentions. The Higher Education Law and New Public Education Law projects were still being 
discussed in Congress, and government officials believed both would be approved that year 
(“Mineduc Espera Tabajar con Más Rapidez” 2017). Students seemed to be less confident about 
this – on March 5, the news portal Biobío Chile reported that college students were already 
organizing a demonstration for April, in order to protest the educational reform’s delayed 
approbation (Delgado 2017). The political and educational landscapes were already agitated. It 




Chapter 3: Learning about citizenship in (and from) the classroom 
On April 12, 2017, I attended a seminar held at a local university in downtown Santiago. 
The event was called “Estudiantes-ciudadanos: ¿Cómo vivir la ciudadanía desde el aula?”59 and 
was organized by Nosotros Ciudadanos, a non-profit NGO which self-appointed mission is: 
Revalorizar y fomentar el ejercicio de la ciudadanía mediante el desarrollo de actitudes 
y valores democráticos que mejoren la convivencia comunitaria, creando diversas 
experiencias significativas de ciudadanía, difundiendo e incidiendo sobre la relevancia 
de ésta.60 (Nosotros Ciudadanos, n.d.)  
 
As the NGO’s President, Mariana Ardiles, stated in her opening remarks, the seminar was 
inspired by “una promesa esperanzadora: la restitución de la formación ciudadana en Chile.”61 
The four invited panelists included an official from the Ministry of Education, an educational 
researcher, the coordinator of the service-learning program of a university, and a private school 
teacher. In her speech, Ardiles commented that everyone in the country complained about 
individualism, lack of civic knowledge, low political engagement, and the crisis of representative 
democracy in Chile and the world. She also recalled how, when she was a high school student, a 
teacher had required her and her classmates to read the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
and later asked them to memorize it for a test. She emphasized how activities like this one only 
produced disinterest and even repulsion in the students, before handing over the microphone to 
the panelists. All of them talked about the innovative citizenship education practices which they 
had engaged in their own research and educational contexts, except the Ministry official, who 
explained the implications of the recently approved Citizenship Formation Law. An auditorium 
full of pedagogy students, teachers, and other people working in school contexts listened to them 
                                               
59 Student-citizens: How to live citizenship from the classroom 
60 To revalue and promote the exercise of citizenship through the development of democratic attitudes and values 
that improve community life, creating diverse significant experiences of citizenship, disseminating and influencing 
its relevance. 
61 A hopeful promise: the restitution of citizenship formation in Chile. 
79 
 
attentively for an hour and a half. At the closing of the seminar, another Nosotros Ciudadanos 
member gave final remarks. After reading a statement in which the NGO asked the government 
not to transform citizenship education into another “cliché educativo,”62 she thanked the 
panelists, participants, and also students in general for being an “ejemplo de lucha y 
organización.”63 She finished by asking teachers to critically examine the national curriculum 
and rediscover their vocation, and calling on administrators to try new things in their schools. 
“Creemos que la democracia la construyen no solo las instituciones sino los ciudadanos”64 she 
concluded, and then invited all those present to stay for coffee, in order to keep discussing these 
matters in a more informal space. 
The implementation in 2017 of the Citizenship Formation Law generated enormous 
interest among educational and civil society actors in Chile, leading to the organization of 
several events dedicated to its analysis and discussion, like the one depicted in the previous 
vignette. This seminar also revealed other important information about how citizenship education 
was being understood by its participants. In the words of Ardiles, citizenship education appeared 
as a solution to a series of civic engagement-related problems – i.e. individualism, reduced civic 
knowledge, low political interest – all of them together closely resembling the traditional 
discourses of youth apathy already discussed in the Introduction. Ardiles – as the leader of an 
institution that defined citizenship education in terms of cultivating particular democratic 
attitudes and values – recognized the history of citizenship education in Chile as something that 
had been lost and now needed to be “revaloriza[da],” an idea echoed in similar claims 
throughout the Latin American region (Levinson 2007). She also expressed her conviction that 
                                               
62 Educational cliché. 
63 An example of struggle and organization. 
64 We believe that democracy is built not only by institutions but by the citizens. 
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experiential and innovative educational practices were the best way to effectively implement 
citizenship education, and that the only thing teachers and administrators needed to achieve these 
goals was the will to do so. This belief was evidenced not only in Ardiles’ opening remarks – 
when she emphasized the need for schools to create “diversas experiencias significativas de 
ciudadanía” – but also through her critique of traditional pedagogical practices such as 
memorizing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The NGO’s orientation was also 
reflected in the invited presenters and even the title of the event itself, which claimed that 
citizenship was something that needed to be “lived in the classroom.” In terms of participation, 
teachers and students seemed to be nearly absent from this discussion: out of the four panelists, 
only one of them was a teacher, and he worked at a well-funded elite high school. While the 
NGO moderator thanked high school students for being an “ejemplo de lucha y organización,” 
there did not appear to be any there to acknowledge the compliment. This seminar was a good 
example of how particular discourses regarding citizenship education are not only communicated 
through words, but also can be reinforced or contradicted by the ways in which an educational 
setting is designed and organized. Indeed, the event lauded students’ citizenship actions without 
offering space for their voices, and promoted “diversas experiencias significativas de 
ciudadanía” while positioning the attendants as a rather passive audience.  
In this chapter, I shift the analytical gaze from events like this seminar, to the formal 
educational practices currently operating in Chilean high schools. I argue that formal educational 
practices at schools discourage or encourage particular forms of civic engagement, both through 
the communication of citizenship discourses and the ways in which this formal instruction is 
designed, organized, and implemented. To support this argument, I examine the set of formal 
citizenship instructional practices and devices existing in Chilean public high schools, including 
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the recently-added Citizenship Education Plans. I analyze this set of practices at three different 
levels: the formal curricula (both the national and the school ones), the actual implementation of 
instructional practices in the classrooms, and the school context – specifically, its material 
conditions and means of organization. I claim that this set of citizenship education practices and 
devices aims to communicate particular discourses about citizenship, including an understanding 
of citizenship as a set of values and attitudes that have to be internalized by students, and which 
sees in citizenship education a way of countering what is perceived as youth apathy. Examining 
how Chilean public high school students appropriate these practices and devices at these three 
levels, I also illuminate how these youths challenge the different messages they are exposed to 
through instruction regarding what being a citizen means, what it entails, and what kind of 
relationships it implies between them and others and with the Chilean state. 
3.1 The formal (national) citizenship education curriculumxvi 
Discourses about citizenship are clearly articulated in the nationally mandated curriculum 
for Chilean high schools. As discussed in Chapter 2, by the end of the 20th century, the Chilean 
curriculum had moved from a civic education to a citizenship education paradigm. Although this 
meant that citizenship education was supposed to now be a transversal element in the school 
experience rather than a particular subject, the Chilean national curricular framework still 
oriented one class explicitly towards the civic development of Chilean students: the History, 
Geography and Social Studies class [hereafter HGSS class]. A required course from 1st to 12th 
grade, Ministry of Education official curricular documents clearly state that the purpose of the 
HGSS class is: 
…desarrollar en alumnos y alumnas conocimientos, habilidades y disposiciones que les 
permitan estructurar una comprensión del entorno social y su devenir, y les orienten a 
actuar crítica y responsablemente en la sociedad, sobre la base de los principios de 
82 
 
solidaridad, pluralismo, cuidado del medio ambiente, valoración de la democracia y de 
la identidad nacional.65  (Ministerio de Educación 2009, 195). 
 
Of particular interest is this curricular document’s enumeration of knowledges, skills and 
dispositions – “conocimientos, habilidades y disposiciones” – as the main desirable outcomes of 
this class. The word “dispositions” sounds a lot like the one used by Bourdieu to define his 
concept of habitus (Bourdieu 2007), and indeed there seems to be a lot of this concept in this 
curricular framework: HGSS class is supposed to teach students to “know” about some things, to 
“do” others, and to “internalize” certain principles to guide their future actions. A discourse that 
frames citizenship as a set of particular attitudes and values that need to be internalized – similar 
to the one expressed by the Nosotros Ciudadanos’ mission statement analyzed at the beginning 
of this chapter – is widespread throughout the HGSS curricular framework. The same curricular 
document previously mentioned defines the HGSS class as the one in which students are 
expected to develop a “civic sense” and understand their rights and duties in a democratic 
system, “incluyendo la participación responsable en las actividades comunitarias y 
ciudadanas”66 (Ministerio de Educación 2009, 195).  
Although it communicates the same discourse of citizenship as other curricular 
documents do, the 10th grade HGSS Curricular Program – which operationalizes the mandates of 
the HGSS Curriculum for this particular grade – also emphasizes the importance of teaching 
certain citizenship skills. One of these is for students to be able to understand and relate to the 
world they inhabit. As the 10th grade HGSS Curricular Program explicitly states: 
El estudio de Historia, Geografía y Ciencias Sociales es relevante en la formación de los 
estudiantes de Chile, dado que les permite construir una imagen del mundo en que viven, 
situándolos en el tiempo y en el espacio, y les entrega las herramientas para comprender 
                                               
65 Developing in the students the knowledge, abilities and dispositions that will allow them to comprehend their 
social environment and its becoming, and that will orient them to act in a critical and responsible way in their 
society, based in the principles of solidarity, pluralism, environmentalism, democracy and national identity. 
66 Including a responsible participation in community and citizenship activities. 
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el entorno social en que se desenvuelven. Se busca que desarrollen competencias y 
habilidades que les posibiliten un mejor conocimiento de cómo se ha constituido la 
realidad del presente, para así discernir sus opciones y trazar planes a futuro.67 (Unidad 
de Currículum y Evaluación 2011b, 24). 
 
But does the HGSS class actually give students “las herramientas para comprender el 
entorno social en que se desenvuelven”? One of the simplest ways to answer this question is by 
assessing the extent to which the topics included in the HGSS curriculum are related to the world 
the students live in – particularly, the discussion of “current issues” affecting students at a local, 
national, and global scale. However, the space given by the HGSS curriculum to this kind of 
discussions is scarce. The issue is partially explained by the disciplinary emphasis of this class’ 
curriculum. The HGSS curricular documents declare that this class merges World and Chilean 
history with geography, civics, and economics in “una mirada integradora que considere las 
perspectivas histórica, geográfica, económica y política para la comprensión de la complejidad 
de la vida en sociedad”68 (196). Nonetheless, even a superficial analysis of the HGSS curricular 
programs shows the disciplinary imbalance embedded in them. Between 7th and 12th grade, 
geography is only the core discipline of this class in two units of the whole HGSS curriculum – 
one in 7th grade and another in 9th grade – while economics and civics are only in one unit each, 
both in 12th grade.xvii For the other twenty units of the HGSS curriculum, history is the core 
discipline, operationalized as World history from 7th to 9th grade and as Chilean history from 10th 
to 11th grade. In these years, the space given to the present that the students are part of is scarce: 
late 20th and 21st centuries are only studied at the end of 9th and 11th grade. 
                                               
67 Studying HGSS is relevant in the Chilean students’ formation, because it allows them to construct an image of the 
world they live in, situating them in time and space, and giving them tools to understand the social environment of 
which they are part. It seeks for them to develop competencies and abilities that allow them to better know how 
today’s reality has been constituted, and for them to be able to decide their options and trace plans for the future, 
68 An integral view that considers the historical, geographical, economic and political perspectives for the 
comprehension of social life’s complexity. 
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A curriculum in which history is the dominant discipline need not necessarily hinder the 
discussion of current issues. On the contrary, this discipline provides a fertile context for these 
discussions to occur (Barton and Levstik 2004; Hess 2009; Muñoz Delaunoy and Ossandón 
Millavil 2013). The Chilean HGSS curriculum recognizes this, stating that “Comprensión del 
presente”69 is one of its central learning objectives. In the 10th grade HGSS Curricular Program, 
particularly, “Comprensión del presente” is defined as students learning 
…establecer vínculos entre las temáticas abordadas y la realidad cotidiana del 
estudiante, de manera de favorecer la comprensión del pasado a partir de su propio 
contexto y la comprensión del presente a partir de los procesos que le han dado origen.70 
(Unidad de Currículum y Evaluación 2011b, 25). 
 
However, a closer analysis of this same curricular program shows a bleak picture in this 
regard. Like every other HGSS curricular program, the 10th grade one is divided into four units, 
each presenting a series of Expected Learning Objectives (ELO) and a list of Required Contents 
(RC). Table 4 shows the number and percentage of the ELO and RC which explicitly link past 
events with the students’ present: 
Table 4: Number and percentage of Expected Learning Objectives and Required Contents 



















1 5 1 20 6 0 0 
Unit 
2 6 1 16.7 7 0 0 
Unit 
3 5 1 20 8 0 0 
Unit 
4 5 0 0 6 0 0 
                                               
69 Comprehension of the present. 
70 To establish links between the topics taught and the everyday reality of the students, promoting the 





Chilean national curricular programs also include a list of Evaluation Standards (ES) and 
Pedagogical Activities (PA) for teachers to use in their classes. The analysis of the 10th grade 
HGSS Curricular Program’s ESs and PAs – presented in Table 5 – shows a slightly better 
scenario. However, while ELOs and RCs are mandated by law and schools have to comply with 
them, ESs and PAs are only suggestions, and schools and teachers have leeway in deciding 
whether to use them or not. Moreover, many of the 10th grade HGSS curricular program’s ESs 
focus more on assessing students’ factual knowledge rather than critically thinking about links 
between past and present. For example, an ES presented in Unit 2 requires students to 
“describ[ir] algunas características de la organización social y las costumbres heredadas desde 
la época colonial”71 (Unidad de Currículum y Evaluación 2011b, 50). Several PAs present this 
same issue. Crafting a timeline of the Colonial period, for example, while very important for the 
development of historical thinking, might not necessarily encourage students to actually discuss 
“el entorno social en que se desenvuelven,” as the HGSS curriculum suggests. Establishing links 
between the past and the present is certainly not the only way a HGSS class can contribute to the 
citizenship education of students, but the absence of this emphasis in the Chilean HGSS 
curricular documents is in contradiction of the declared citizenship education objectives of this 
class. 
  
                                               




Table 5: Number and percentage of Evaluation Standards and Pedagogical Activities 



















1 28 6 21.4 29 5 17.2 
Unit 
2 30 2 6.7 30 8 26.7 
Unit 
3 28 4 14.3 21 6 28.6 
Unit 
4 26 1 3.9 17 4 23.5 
 
The HGSS curriculum provides other possibilities for teachers to instruct their students in 
citizenship-related topics, as I witnessed repeatedly during my fieldwork. In August, for 
example, the 2M students were in the middle of a HGSS class, and their teacher, Leonor, was 
talking to them about a test they had taken before the Winter Break. The test was about the 
Chilean independence process and students had not fared well, so the teacher proposed that they 
go over the questions all together in order to identify their mistakes. She posed the first question: 
What were the main changes between the Colonial and the Republican periods? Esteban 
answered that new political institutions, like the municipalities, had been created, and that 
Presidents started to be elected, even if at that time they had the same powers of a dictator. 
Jordan also claimed that the country became democratic after Independence, but Leonor, with a 
sarcastic smile, told him not to exaggerate. Vladimir remarked that in the Republican period 
Chile could trade freely with other countries, and Esteban intervened again, arguing that the 
Independence years were also the ones when the first Constitution was written. “¿Qué es ser 
independiente?”72 asked Leonor, going into the second question of the test. “Un estado que 
                                               
72 What does it mean to be independent? 
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puede producir su propia economía, que tiene ejército propio y que es autosuficiente,”73 shouted 
Esteban. Leonor nodded, satisfied. An independent state, she concluded “es el que puede 
administrar su propia economía, administrar su poder y administrar a su gente.”74  
The Chilean 10th grade HGSS curriculum did not explicitly mandate that teachers discuss 
topics related to the concept of the state; rather, the curricular documents were focused on the 
effects of the Independence War and the reasons behind the early political stability of the 
Chilean republic. However, within the curricular limits of the HGSS class, Leonor had been able 
to use a test to discuss, in simpler terms, the different capacities of modern states (Centeno and 
Ferraro 2014). Even though the HGSS curriculum was not promoting citizenship-related learning 
as much as it purported to, it was still providing a fertile ground for it to take root. Through the 
teachers’ instructional decisions about how to operationalize the ELOs and RCs, a HGSS class 
could potentially be filled with instructional moments about the relationships between the citizen 
and the state. 
3.2 The formal (school) citizenship education curriculum 
By the time I conducted my fieldwork, the Chilean national curricular framework had just 
expanded the frame of citizenship education beyond the HGSS class. It also allowed – and 
mandated – that schools develop their own formal citizenship education curriculum. As 
explained in Chapter 2, on April 2, 2016, then-President Michelle Bachelet signed Law Nº 
20,911 – also known as the Citizenship Formation Law. This law mandated that all schools in the 
country design and implement a Citizenship Formation Plan, built around a list of seven 
predefined objectives. Further, Law Nº 20,911 established that a new citizenship education class 
                                               
73 A state that can produce its own economy, that has its own army, and that is self-sufficient. 
74 Is the one that can manage its own economy, manage its power and manage its people. 
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for 11th and 12th graders was to be created in 2018, although that deadline was later postponed 
until 2020.  
In 2017, as part of their Citizenship Formation Plan, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
administrators decided to implement their own citizenship education class for all their students 
from 7th to 12th grade. The task was not an easy one: there were no curricular documents from the 
Ministry for this class, no textbooks, and certainly no adults trained specifically to teach this 
subject. Moreover, there was not enough time in the school’s weekly schedule for the class to be 
imparted. In order to solve these issues, a team of three educators was formed and Areta, a 
Philosophy teacher, was designated as its leader. The team’s job was to design and implement 
this new class’ curriculum, which they did over the course of the year. Solving the time issue 
required a less orthodox solution. In Chile, schools are mandated to offer a religion class to all 
students, who can then opt out of it if their parents wish them to do so.xviii Since in most Chilean 
schools, students cannot leave the premises until the end of the school day, teachers and 
administrators have to provide an alternative activity for students opting out their religion class 
(or, in the worst-case scenario, an empty classroom in which they can remain during that time). 
In 2017, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla administrators solved these two issues jointly: instead of 
opting in or out of the Religion class, students were offered the option of signing up for the 
Religion class or the Citizenship class instead. The decision was adopted during the Summer 
Break between 2016 and 2017, which according to some teachers led to miscommunications and 
several parents signing students up for the Religion class just to avoid their children having 
nothing to do during that time. In the end, two thirds of the 2M students ended signing up for the 
Citizenship class anyways. 
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At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, the Citizenship class was a privileged space for students 
to learn about a series of citizenship-related concepts, as well as to problematize them. This was 
made clear to me from the first of these classes I observed, during the second week of March. It 
was quarter past eight in the morning, when Areta and Ruperto – the 2M Citizenship and 
Religion teachers, respectively – finished passing attendance. After asking the students enrolled 
in the Religion class to follow him, Ruperto left the room, while Areta started writing on the 
whiteboard. After finishing and saying hi to the students with a big smile, the teacher asked them 
to open their notebooks and to write down what was now on the whiteboard. On it, she had 
written the word “Ciudadanía,”75 all in caps and each letter in a different color. Around the 
word, she had added the concepts “Pertenencia,” “Compromiso,” “Participación,” and 
“Organización.”76 She reminded the students that they had started discussing these concepts in a 
previous class, and told them they would now focus on the one of “Ciudadanía.” Without a 
pause, she asked Leonel what he could say about this word. The student, possibly still a little 
drowsy at that early hour of the morning, answered that being a citizen was about being 
responsible and, when probed by the teacher, exemplified: “No ensuciar el medio ambiente (...) 
Cuidar los árboles y todo.”77 Areta rephrased his words and talked about the importance of 
caring for the “bienes que son de todos,”78 and then she repeated her original question. This time, 
it was Raskolnikov who answered. A citizen belonged to a state, he claimed, but Areta corrected 
him, stating that a citizen belonged to a territory and that “[u]stedes también son ciudadanos.”79 
Another student wanted to know if a minor living in a SENAME center was also a citizen and 
                                               
75 Citizenship. 
76 Belonging / Commitment / Participation / Organization 
77 Not polluting the environment (...) Take care of trees and everything. 
78 Goods that belong to everyone. 
79 You are citizens too. 
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Areta answered affirmatively.xix “Por eso el estado se hace cargo de ellos,”80 she added, and 
then went back to her previous train of thought. “Lo que implica la condición de ciudadano es 
que están en condición de organizar(se),”81 she told the students, and then highlighted how 
organizing had been the main way for citizens to have what they had today. “Aunque,” she 
concluded, “eso no necesariamente significa que la gente tenga que sentirse conforme con ello 
hoy.”82 Some students nodded, and the teacher started talking about the links between citizenship 
and belonging in order to continue her class. 
As the previous vignette illustrates, the Citizenship class directly problematized the 
concept of citizenship, as well as addressed the existing relationships between the citizens and 
the state. Indeed, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla Citizenship Education’s yearly curriculum started 
with an analysis of the concept of citizenship and its different components, and then moved on to 
the examination of both citizens’ rights and the importance of their participation in “topics of 
public interest.” The next issue this curriculum addressed was the links between citizenship and 
democracy. From here, the curriculum guided students in examining the links between the rule of 
law and the constitution, only to finish by exploring discrimination and the importance of 
diversity in Chilean society. Unlike the HGSS class curriculum, the Citizenship one designed by 
Areta and her team encouraged students to connect their class discussions with current issues 
they and the country were experiencing. In this way, this new class entered into the set of formal 
citizenship education practices and devices existing in this school, both complementing the 
HGSS class’ work and addressing some of the dimensions it did not cover. 
                                               
80 That is why the state takes care of them. 
81 What the citizen status implies is that you are in a position to organize. 
82 Although, that doesn’t necessarily mean that people have to feel satisfied with it today. 
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One of these dimensions was youth apathy. As discussed in the Introduction, discourses 
of youth apathy are widespread both in the world and in Chile, and the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
was no exception. The idea that students were apathetic was constantly repeated to me by 
teachers, administrators, and the youths themselves, especially after hearing about my personal 
interest in high schoolers’ citizenship education. This discourse had important effects within the 
school, and particularly on the design of the Citizenship class curriculum: to counter what she 
and her colleagues saw as apathy, Areta and her team decided to emphasize the distinction 
between active and passive citizenship. 
Although the importance of participation had been emphasized in the Citizenship class 
since the beginning of the year, the distinction between active and passive citizenship was 
explicitly introduced to the 2M students by the end of the first semester. In a session she titled 
“Democracia y Ciudadanía: juntas, pero no revueltas,”83 Areta reminded the young people that 
her objective was for them to identify the links between citizenship and democracy, and started 
asking the students questions about political citizenship and sovereignty. “¿Existe alguna 
relación entre ciudadanía y democracia?”84 she inquired. When no one answered, she changed 
her question to “¿Qué es la democracia?”85 With conviction, Raskolnikov answered: “Cuando la 
mayoría decide,”86 to which Areta asked again: “¿Y quién tiene el poder en democracia? 
¿Quiénes son los qué deciden quién los gobierna?”87 This time, it was Pablo who answered: 
“Los ciudadanos.”88 Areta insisted with another question: “¿Y qué hace la minoría cuando la 
                                               
83 Democracy and Citizenship: together, but not scrambled. 
84 Is there any relationship between citizenship and democracy? 
85 What is democracy? 
86 When the majority decided. 
87 And who has the power in a democracy? Who are the ones who decide who governs them? 
88 The citizens. 
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mayoría elige?”89 “¡Se resignan!” “¡Lloran!”90 Raskolnikov and Alex shouted at the same time. 
Ignoring the second answer, the teacher replied that the citizens’ resignation seemed to be an 
active one. “¿La ciudadanía tiene poder?”91 she inquired once more, and both Pablo and 
Raskolnikov nodded in agreement. “Yo creo que no se da cuenta de su poder,”92 the teacher 
proclaimed, and asked if the students believed that both citizenship and democracy “requieren 
participación.”93 “Sí” Pablo answered, and quickly added “de los ciudadanos.”94 Areta looked at 
him with a satisfied smile and concluded that there were active and passive ways in which one 
could be a citizen. “Ser activo no significa necesariamente ir a tirar piedras,” she warned the 
students, “tiene que ver con nuestras actitudes.”95 Her message was coherent with a discourse of 
citizenship as a particular set of internalized attitudes and values, as were those observed in the 
HGSS class curricular documents and the NGO seminar. 
In any case, Areta had not finished yet. She conducted an activity with images 
representing active and passive ways of being a citizen, and then asked students to read a text 
stating the differences between an active and a passive citizenship. In their desks in front of me, 
Pablo and Alejandro read the document and started chatting about it. “La ciudadanía pasiva es 
como un perro que ladra,” Alejandro claimed, “critican pero no se hace ni una hueá.”96 “Es 
como una persona que se queja que la casa está sucia pero nunca limpia,” added Pablo, “es 
fácil.”97 The end of the class was getting closer, so Areta asked the students if they were now 
able to recognize the differences between an active and a passive citizenship. Pablo and 
                                               
89 And what does the minority do when the majority choose? 
90 They resign themselves! / They cry! 
91 Does the citizenry have power? 
92 I believe it doesn’t realize its power. 
93 Require participation 
94 Yes, from the citizens. 
95 Being active does not necessarily mean throwing stones, it has to do with our attitudes. 
96 Passive citizenship is like a barking dog / They criticize but no shit gets done. 
97 It's like someone who complains that the house is dirty, but who never cleans / It is easy. 
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Alejandro answered affirmatively, and the teacher asked them which one they themselves 
identify with the most. “Yo, con la pasiva,”98 answered Alejandro, without doubt. “En Chile es 
más común,”99 added Joaquín, as if he was trying to excuse his classmate. “Parece que calzamos 
perfecto con la ciudadanía pasiva,”100 Areta concluded, just when the bell rang. 
One of the main objectives of the Citizenship Education class curriculum was to instill in 
the students a series of “active citizenship skills and dispositions,” such as critical thinking, 
willingness to contribute to social change, and an inclination to active participation. Moreover, as 
the previous vignette shows, the framework provided in the classroom also fueled the ongoing 
production of a discourse of youth apathy. The distinction between active and passive citizens 
allowed students to identify if they were on one side of the divide or the other, and attempted for 
them to be able to cross this divide towards the active side, if necessary. However, doing this 
also meant accepting the divide and the terms by which it was produced. Active and passive 
citizenship became in this way reified categories, completely independent from the contexts in 
which they were being invoked.  
The Citizenship class curriculum facilitated the social work of producing the active and 
passive citizenship divide. However, the same Citizenship class provided students with 
opportunities to question this divide, even if only for its own contradictions. This happened, for 
example, when students actively identified themselves as passive citizens. I witnessed this during 
another Citizenship Education class, this time with the 2Y students. Areta was their teacher as 
well, and she was also instructing them about the distinction between active and passive 
citizenship. As she had done with the 2M students, she asked the 2Y ones what they thought 
                                               
98 Me, with the passive one. 
99 In Chile it is more common.  
100 It seems that we perfectly fit with the passive citizenship. 
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these concepts meant. The youths answered that a passive citizenship was: “la que no hace 
nada,” “la que no está ni ahí,” “la que solo espera.”101 Areta complemented them: “La pasiva ni 
siquiera espera cambios.”102 From her desk, while painting her nails, Tía, one of the 2Y students, 
reacted: “Entonces es hueona.”103 Areta did not reply directly to her, and instead kept explaining 
how a passive citizenry was used to just complaining, because its members did not even believe 
in the possibility of a change. An active citizenry, she continued, could propose and achieve the 
changes “que necesitamos,”104 while a passive citizenry was individualistic, because its members 
believed their own personal lives to be “lo único que puede[n] controlar.”105 As she had done in 
the other class I had observed, Areta then asked the 2Y students with which kind of citizenship 
they identified themselves. Several of them answered that they identified with the passive 
citizenship. Tamera, a short haired girl, did not seem so sure, and declared that the Chilean 
citizenry was “un poco activa y un poco pasiva.”106 Areta countered that she believed it was 
“más bien pasiva,”107 to which Tía intervened again. “Hay gente, como los Presidentes y todos 
los hueones que mandan, tienen plata, esos pueden comprar a cualquiera”108 she claimed, and 
then argued that this was the reason why protests were not able to achieve anything. “Yo si fuera 
Presidente haría eso,”109 she concluded, while still painting her nails. Areta frowned at her, 
probably unhappy to listen to her student declaring that she would engage in corrupt acts if given 
the chance, but continued with her class and asked students to name three concrete actions to 
                                               
101 The one that doesn't do anything / The one that isn't even there / The one that just waits. 
102 The passive one does not even expect for things to change. 
103 Then it is stupid. 
104 That we need 
105 The only thing that they can control. 
106 A little active and a little passive. 
107 Rather passive. 
108 There are people, like the Presidents and all the assholes who are in charge, they have money, they can buy 
anyone. 
109 If I was the President, I would do that. 
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promote an active citizenship in their own cohort-group. This was the moment when Tamera 
came back into the fore: with a serious voice, she argued that she would not promote an active 
citizenship within her cohort-group, “porque cada uno ve lo que hace (…) yo me preocupo de mí 
misma, cuando veo que algo le pasa a mis derechos y deberes ahí me activo (…) yo soy bien 
fría.”110 “O sea, a ella le importa ella no más,”111 Tía added, as if she was summarizing her 
classmate’s words. Other students in the classroom reacted, criticizing Tamera, but she insisted 
on her position. Seemingly thinking that the tide had turned against her pedagogical objectives, 
Areta tried to emphasize how important it was to care for others, and presented the example of 
one 2Y student who had been sick for a long time, but none of his classmates knew how he was 
doing. “¿Y alguien se ha preocupado?”112 the teacher inquired. Tamera quickly replied 
affirmatively, and then, to Areta’s dismay, elaborated: “Los amigos.”113 “Si se murió, llegará la 
noticia”114 Tía added, with a playful smile. 
Unlike Pablo or even Alejandro, Tía and Tamera not only recognized the active and 
passive citizenship divide and located themselves on the passive side, but they also proudly 
defended this position. In doing so, they were participating in the continual production of this 
discourse of youth apathy: their actions would be used as evidence of this diagnosis, possibly 
even quoted by their teachers and classmates to sustain it. Interestingly enough, the behavior of 
these students did not entirely fit with what is traditionally expected of apathetic youth according 
to this discourse. Tía and Tamera certainly expressed opinions that could be characterized as 
individualistic, and voiced that they were more worried about their own wellbeing than that of 
                                               
110 Because everyone decides what they do (...) I worry about myself, when I see something happening to my rights 
and duties then I get active (...) I’m very cold. 
111 Which means, she only cares about herself. 
112 And has anyone cared for him? 
113 His friends. 
114 If he dies, we will be informed. 
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others, but they did not show laziness or passivity in their interactions. On the contrary, they 
actively resisted their teacher’s perspective of what a “good citizen” was supposed to be. On the 
one hand, Tía and Tamera were clear examples of the individualistic approach to citizenship 
promoted in Chilean schools since the Pinochet dictatorship, as already discussed in Chapter 2. 
These two students evidenced how this kind of citizenship still has enormous strength within the 
Chilean school system, even considering the most recent curricular and pedagogical efforts to 
counteract it. On the other hand, they were actually engaging in this class more actively than 
most of her classmates did. Their statements in classroom discussions demonstrate the inherent 
contradictions of the active and passive citizenship divide. In particular, they are evidence that 
this categorization is unable to capture the subtle nuances between the different ways in which 
students actively appropriate the citizenship instructional practices to which they are exposed in 
the classroom.  
3.3 Expanding the curricular borders through formal citizenship education practices 
The Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla formal citizenship education curriculum – partially defined 
by the state at a national level and partially created by the school – established the borders within 
which its students were to be taught about what citizenship meant and entailed. However, an 
examination only of its curricular dimension is insufficient if one aims to fully comprehend this 
process. The operationalization of this curriculum rested, at the end of the day, on the shoulders 
of the teachers inside each classroom. As some of the previous analyses evidence, these teachers’ 
pedagogical practices were consequential for communicating particular discourses of citizenship 
that were part of both the formal curriculum of the country, and that of the school. Further, 
teachers could also push the borders of this curriculum, allowing their students to challenge and 
even reshape these discourses around what being a citizen meant. 
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Leonor was an example of a teacher whose pedagogical strategies attempted to expand 
the borders of formal curriculum. An enthusiastic woman in her late twenties, one of her favorite 
methods to do this were field trips. Since Leonor was their HGSS teacher, 2M students went on 
several of these during the year. In March, they visited a Museum of Indigenous Art in 
downtown Santiago, and in May, the Interactive Jewish Museum located in an upper-class 
neighborhood of the same city. Although a school occupation prevented other field trips from 
happening during the first semester, Leonor went back to this instructional strategy after the 
winter break: in August she took her students to a historical exhibit about the Chilean 
constitution on the main campus of the Universidad de Chile, in November they traveled to a 
historic hacienda outside of the city, and in December they visited a nearby public high school to 
learn about its history and historical heritage. Leonor said that her objective with these field trips 
was for her students to know “la historia más de cerca, de estar en el sitio de... De comprender 
el proceso desde dentro,”115 and to develop empathy with the people of the past in order to value 
the things they did (Leonor, Email to Author, January 28, 2019). Regardless if this was achieved 
or not, Leonor’s field trips also had another effect: they were moving the borders of what the 
national curricular framework defined as the kind of learning Chilean high schoolers should 
acquire about citizenship and the state. In the Interactive Jewish Museum, for example, 2M 
students learned about World War II and the Holocaust, while at the Universidad de Chile’s 
exhibit they were taught about the Chilean constitution and its history.  All of these topics were 
included in the national HGSS curriculum (Unidad de Currículum y Evaluación 2011a; 2011b). 
But in the first location, these high schoolers also learned about Jewish history and the Righteous 
Among the Nations and, in the second one, about Chilean anarchist poets and how the Pinochet 
                                               
115 History up-close, be on the site of it, comprehend the process from the inside. 
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dictatorship intervened at the Universidad de Chile, topics not even mentioned in the Ministry of 
Education’s curricular documents. Further, this knowledge was being taught to these young 
people not only by Leonor as their teacher, but by interested civil society stakeholders: the 
Jewish community that built and operated the Interactive Jewish Museum, the students of the 
Universidad de Chile that led the tour of the historical exhibit, and so forth for each place the 
students visited. Field trips, as a particular pedagogical strategy, not only expanded the borders 
of the national curricular framework, but also allowed civil society actors to participate in this 
process.  
Pedagogical strategies that expanded the borders of the formal citizenship education 
curriculum were also enacted inside the school premises. On certain important historical dates of 
the year, these strategies were deployed in several different classes at the same time, converging 
on shared mutual objectives. At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, this was made crystal clear once 
September arrived. As discussed in Chapter 2, September 11 is a date of historical significance in 
Chile: on that day in 1973, a military junta led by General Augusto Pinochet bombed the 
presidential palace and overthrew the democratically elected government of the socialist 
President Salvador Allende, starting a bloody military dictatorship that lasted seventeen years. In 
Chilean high schools, according to the national HGSS curricular framework, only 11th graders 
are supposed to be instructed about this important historical event. Nonetheless, as the date got 
closer, several Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla teachers – and not only HGSS ones – seemed to believe 
it was relevant for their students to learn about what had happened on this day and during the 
authoritarian regime that followed. Felix, one of the school’s Language teachers, asked his 9th 
graders to do research about topics related to the Pinochet dictatorship, including daily life at the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla during the year of 1973. Areta also modified her Citizenship classes of 
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that week; instead of continuing to talk about active and passive citizenship with her 10th graders, 
she used the Memory and Human Rights Museum website to show them how widespread 
detentions sites were throughout the country, and finished her classes by sharing a series of 
testimonies from human rights victims, with the goal of discussing state violence and the 
importance of memory.xx A week earlier, Leonor had taken the 2M students to watch a play 
called Cordones Industriales. Staged in a cultural center near the school, the play connected the 
story of five women working as cleaning staff in a present-day company with the history of the 
cordones industriales, a series of collectivist organizations created during the government of 
Salvador Allende as a means to deploy working-class power and to face the attacks of the right-
wing opposition (Castillo 2010). In their next HGSS class, Leonor and her students discussed the 
play in more detail. Most of the youths reported liking it, and several made connections between 
it and their own present. Lovesha, who later told me during an interview that as a Peruvian 
student she was not very familiar with Chilean history, said that she and many of her peers had 
seen their own parents reflected in the workers of the play. She was followed by Zen, who 
argued that the occupation of factories in the 1970s was like the occupation of schools in the 
present. Ignacio, Salomé, and Mateo pointed out that several injustices the workers suffered in 
the past – like not having enough time to go to the bathroom – have to be endured still, not only 
by today’s workers but even by students like themselves. “¿Cuál creen que es el mensaje de la 
obra?”116 Leonor inquired. “Hay que pelear por la libertad,” Salomé answered and Pablo 
seconded her: “hay que organizarse como pueblo para poder cambiar el país.”117 At the end of 
the class, Leonor asked the students to write a review of the play. In his, Raskolnikov highlighted 
the play’s “intención de informar un hecho histórico ya olvidado y desconocido por algunas 
                                               
116 What do you think is the message of the play? 
117 We have to fight for freedom / You have to organize as the People to change the country. 
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personas”118 and Jordan claimed its message was that “los trabajadores pueden lograr lo que 
quieren unidos y manifestando sus derechos.”119 Elco ended hers with a succinct note: “Les 
invito a ver esa obra es muy interesante te hace reflexionar ante tus derechos.”120 
This particular pedagogical strategy expanded the borders of what students were 
supposed to learn about citizenship as a theoretical concept, about the history of the Chilean 
state, and about how citizens related to it. Leonor’s pedagogical strategy allowed her students to 
identify with the actors of the past, providing these youths with new possibilities of how to act 
politically in the present. This teacher was achieving what the national HGSS curriculum 
prescribed – establishing the links between history and the everyday lives of students – but, 
ironically, moved away from the same curriculum in order to do so. 
3.4 The material and organizational contexts of citizenship education 
Curricular definitions and pedagogical practices were not the only educational means 
through which Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students were instructed on their role as citizens and 
their relationships with the state. The material conditions of their school and the ways in which 
this institution was organized also served as educational devices that reinforced or contradicted 
certain discourses of citizenship that they encountered, particularly about the relationships 
between the students and the state. Engaging with these devices, students could make use of 
history in order to challenge how these discourses presented the state, or even to instruct each 
other about their own possibilities as citizens. 
I first learned about these devices during a gray and cold morning in May, while 
observing a 2M Language and Communication class. I was waiting with the students for the 
                                               
118 Intention to inform about a forgotten historical event unknown to some people. 
119 Workers can achieve what they want if they are united and demonstrate for their rights. 
120 I invite you all to watch this play, is very interesting and it makes you think about your rights. 
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school day to start when Juanelo, the 2M Language and Communication teacher, entered the 
classroom. The students made fun of him for being late and, to their amusement, he joked back. 
After asking them if they were well rested, Juanelo reminded the students of what they had done 
the previous class and explained that they were now going to analyze a short story. In order to do 
this, Yoel and Ben were sent to the school’s library to bring textbooks for the whole class. They 
quickly came back with them and the teacher distributed the textbooks among the present 2M 
students, warning them that they should not underline or doodle on the textbooks’ pages. He also 
explained that students should read a particular short story and then answer the questions the 
textbook posed about it. “Con esta actividad, ustedes pueden ver como el Ministerio busca 
presentarles los contenidos,”121 Juanelo claimed. “El Ministerio no está ni ahí con nosotros,”122 
Leonel, who had just arrived to the classroom, countered with a disgusted expression on his face. 
Without getting upset, Juanelo responded that the Ministry of Education was the institution that 
had sent those textbooks to the school in the first place. “Pa’ que estemos ocupados no más,”123 
Leonel replied with a grimace. 
At Chilean public high schools, students learn about citizenship and the state as more 
than abstract concepts or historical phenomena. Young people also learn about citizenship and 
the state through embodied experiences, while navigating the material conditions and 
institutional arrangements of their schools. In the previous vignette, 2M students were engaging 
in a seemingly ordinary classroom activity: reading and analyzing a short story. However, there 
were at least two different ways in which, through this activity, these students also explored 
ideas about the state and the existing relationships between it and themselves. Juanelo’s 
                                               
121 With this activity, you can see how the Ministry seeks to present the contents to you. 
122 The Ministry does not give a shit about us. 
123 So we stay busy, and nothing else. 
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comment about the textbook’s pedagogy pointed the students to the educational role of the state 
and how, through the Ministry of Education, it attempted to educate them in particular ways. 
Further, the materiality of the textbooks was also a vehicle to establish a particular relationship 
between the state and high schoolers: the state appeared here as the provider of the resources the 
students needed for their education – namely, the textbooks. Leonel’s comment was important 
because it disrupted this message. To him, the textbooks represented not a resource but a 
distraction; one that would keep students oblivious to the “real” relationship the state was 
establishing with them: that of “no estar ni ahí.” 
Leonel certainly had reasons to claim this. The materiality of his own school seemed to 
support his interpretation more than Juanelo’s. The material conditions of public schools do 
indeed impart important messages regarding the existing relationship between the state and high 
school students. As explained in Chapter 2, the Chilean public education system has experienced 
a constant decline since the 1980s, starting with the reduction of public funding for education 
during the Pinochet dictatorship, and continuing with an acute drop in public school enrollment, 
all of this resulting in a widespread sense of public schools being “forgotten” (Assaél Budnik et 
al. 2011). One of the most visible signs of this decay are the precarious material conditions of 
public high schools throughout the country. According to a report published by the Ministry of 
Education in 2015, 44.3% of public schools’ buildings presented a level of deterioration of 20% 
or more, including 10.3% of them presenting a level of deterioration higher than 40% (Ministerio 
de Educación 2015b). Moreover, 22.7% of public schools lacked adequate drinking water, and in 
22.4% of them, inadequately built premises were detected (Ministerio de Educación 2015b). 
In this dire national context, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla was not an exception: many of 
its classrooms had broken doors and windows, students’ bathrooms were constantly out of order, 
103 
 
and the school infirmary did not even have a working thermometer. These situations had 
important educational implications: for example, if the cafeteria had to be closed because of 
sanitary issues (which happened at least three times during my fieldwork), then administrators 
were unable to provide lunch for the students, and teachers had to finish classes early and send 
them home. Lack of musical instruments, tools, and other supplies could also prevent the school 
from offering classes such as Arts and Music. Often when these classes were offered, it was 
because the teachers would pay for these supplies out of their own pockets. Pelayo, one of the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla Music teachers, expressed these complications clearly one day in the 
school backyard while talking to me about how hard his job was. He recalled an occasion when, 
because the school could not afford to buy enough musical instruments, he had convinced the 
Principal to acquire a couple of laptops for the Music classroom, so that his students could use a 
program to work with music tracks instead of playing instruments. However, the Municipality 
was also not spending enough money on security for the school, and one night someone entered 
the building and stole the laptops. Pelayo and his students were back at square one. “Aquí, uno 
trabaja entre la esperanza y la desesperanza,”124 Pelayo finished his story with a resigned look. 
In light of accounts like this, it was not surprising that students like Leonel were learning that the 
state was “ni ahí” with them. 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students gleaned information about the state not only from the 
material conditions of their school, but from its social environment as well. Students were aware 
of the presence of certain state actors who were external to the school, but were constantly 
entering into it. Officials from state educational agencies, for example, often visited the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla, administrating standardized tests and surveys, and closely observing the 
                                               
124 Here, one works between hope and hopelessness. 
104 
 
students’ interactions. During my time in the field, policemen also appeared a couple of times in 
the school yards: once, because of a fight which ended with a girl getting stabbed, and the other 
times because of bomb alerts, which required the school to be evacuated. Because 2017 was a 
presidential election year and the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla was a polling place, the military also 
entered the school during my fieldwork. According to Chilean electoral law, the armed forces are 
in charge of public order during an election, and the military have to take control of the polling 
places two days before election day. These social arrangements created opportunities for students 
to both witness these state actors at work, and also sometimes to interact with them in limited but 
relevant ways, as is later discussed in the chapters analyzing student contentious politics within 
schools. 
All the aforementioned encounters were exceptional ones in students’ lives. However, 
there was a group of state actors who these youths were constantly running into at the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla: the teachers and administrators. This should not be surprising: staff at a 
public school are, by definition, public employees. I have already discussed how students learned 
about the relationships between the citizens and the state from their teachers and the pedagogical 
strategies they utilized. These formal classroom practices were not the only way in which these 
adults contributed to students’ citizenship learning. I witnessed this beginning with my very first 
day at this school. It was a Tuesday and, after having lunch, the 2M students went back to their 
classroom for their Orientation class. Juanelo, who was also their Head teacher, was waiting 
there, and told them that they would engage in an activity about the School Conduct Code. The 
students’ first task was to describe situations of violence and alcohol and drug-consumption that 
they might experience at the school. Then, they would have to find solutions to these situations 
and compare them with what the Conduct Code dictated. Divided into groups, students spread 
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around the classroom, and I sat with Jordan, Lebron, Leonel and Salomé. They started talking 
about the increased surveillance over them, and informed me about everything that had changed 
the previous year. “Es por el alcalde,”125 Leonel argued, referring to the new right-wing Mayor 
elected at the end of 2016. Then, and for several minutes, the students talked about hypothetical 
situations of violence and drug consumption. When they finally arrived at the discussion of 
possible solutions, Leonel proposed that policemen should be stationed outside of their school. 
Surprised, his classmates argued with him, and he quickly claimed that he was proposing it so 
they could finish the activity once and for all. “Es para terminar,” he repeated, “no estamos ni 
ahí con los pacos, no lo van a hacer.”126 After giving Leonel a hard time for his proposal, the 
students arrived to the final part of the activity: comparing their solutions to the School Conduct 
Code. With an incredulous look, Salomé said she could not believe anyone would waste time 
reading the Conduct Code. “Igual está bueno hacerlo,”127 Jordan countered, and then explained 
that, by reading it, they would be able to talk back to school inspectors if they ever scolded them 
for something that was not written in the code. “Es como con los pacos,” he concluded, “hay que 
puro informarse.”128 
The students’ conversation about the Conduct Code made explicit references to state 
actors they knew about, namely the Mayor and the police. However, the most interesting 
elements of this interaction were not these references, but the parallels students established 
between the functioning of the state and that of their own school. These parallels were used by 
these students to instruct each other. When Jordan told his peers about the national law and how 
it could help them to avoid abuses from the police, he was not teaching his peers how to actually 
                                               
125 It is because of the Mayor. 
126 So we can finish this. / We don’t give a shit about the cops, they are not going to go through with it. 
127 It’s good to do it. 
128 It’s like with the cops. / You have to be informed. 
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do this. On the contrary, Jordan was using the knowledge he and his classmates shared about 
police violence to instruct his peers in the reasons why reading the Conduct Code was useful for 
them. In order to do this, he was drafting two parallels: one explicitly – that between the law and 
the Conduct Code – and one implicitly – that between the police and the school inspectors. He 
was using these parallels to assess his own school’s organizational context and to teach others 
how they could use this assessment to their own political advantage. 
Parallels were also present in other formal instructional moments and could be drawn 
between more than two organizational contexts as well. In one HGSS class, for example, Leonor 
was trying to explain the Conquest of the Americas and, specifically, the differences between 
“poder fáctico” and “poder monárquico.”129xxi In order to do this, the teacher illustrated the first 
one by exemplifying it with the police, and then quickly asked her students who had the “poder 
fáctico” inside the the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. Without hesitation, Jordan answered with the 
name of the school’s Chief of Inspectors. Leonor nodded in agreement and asked who had the 
“poder monárquico” at their school. “El rector”130 shouted Raskolnikov, and before Leonor 
could confirm it, Zen joked and said that no one knew who the Principal was, because he was 
never at the school. The teacher laughed. “Ven que tienen ideas,”131 she said with a grin, and 
then proceeded to explain how, during the Conquest of the Americas, the conquistadores had the 
“poder fáctico” and the King of Spain, who had the “poder monárquico,” had never actually 
visited the New World. 
Parallels allowed students to use the organizational context of their school to instruct 
each other about the state, its actors, and the relationships they had or could have with these 
                                               
129 Factual power / Monarchical power. 
130 The Principal 
131 See? You have ideas. 
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entities. Using historical knowledge and their own biographies, these youths were able to relate 
the experiences of citizens in public spaces with those of students within schools. School 
inspectors, like the police, were in charge of controlling their behavior and could coerce them in 
order to do so; knowing the School Conduct Code, like knowing the national law, could be of 
help in situations of power imbalance between the students and school inspectors. The latter – 
like the police or the conquistadores – had the “poder fáctico” inside the school, and were more 
significant to students’ daily lives than a distant and absent Principal or King. By establishing 
parallels between different organizational contexts – e.g. that of the school and that of the state – 
high school students were able to use each of these contexts as resources to learn more about the 
others and, in the process, to also instruct each other about the possibilities and constraints they 
faced in enacting their own citizenship. 
3.5 Conclusions 
In contemporary societies, schools are institutions that are charged with educating 
citizens. Because of that, students who are part of these institutions are constantly running into a 
set of formal citizenship instructional practices and devices. I have proposed that this set needs to 
be examined with at least three levels of analysis, the first being that of the curriculum, which for 
the Chilean case includes both the HGSS class curriculum and the recently created Citizenship 
Education Plans. Second is the pedagogical practices and how these allow teachers and other 
civil society stakeholders to push the borders of formal curriculum. The final level of analysis is 
that of the school context, particularly its material conditions and organizational means. I have 
claimed that these practices and devices aim to instruct students about particular citizenship 
discourses – such as those defining citizenship as a set of internalized attitudes and values that 
can counter youth apathy – and also, that it is by engaging with these pedagogical practices and 
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the materiality and organization of their own schools that students can actually challenge these 
discourses, and even provide alternatives to them. Hence, while running into this set of formal 
citizenship educational practices and devices, Chilean public high school students are not being 
instructed unilaterally as to what it means to be a citizen, but rather are presented with 
opportunities to negotiate, resist, and appropriate this instruction, in a process of both active 
learning and actual enactment of their own citizenship. 
During the seminar depicted at the beginning of this chapter, the Ministry of Education 
official commented that, during the last twenty years, the Chilean educational system had 
privileged standardized testing and a market-based approach over school communities and 
educational processes. According to him, the objective of the new Citizenship Formation Law 
was “reposicionar el valor de la escuela como espacio de encuentro, espacio de diversidad y, si 
se quiere, de aprendizaje y experiencia democrática.”132 But unlike instruction, democratic 
experiences requires, first and foremost, a political community. And, as I assert in the following 
chapter, political communities do exist in Chilean public high schools. More than that, their 
constant production is an essential aspect of high school students’ citizenship education. 
  
                                               
132 To reposition the value of the school as a space of encounter, a space of diversity and, if you like, of democratic 
learning and experience. 
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Chapter 4: Building political communities of practice inside the 
school: the cohort-group and the student government 
On September 14, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla organized an event open to students, 
teachers, and parents in honor of the Chilean National Holidays. Hosted by Felix, a Language 
teacher, and Susana, the Head of the School Life Department, the activity aimed to be a 
celebration of the country’s cultural diversity and a way for the school to “trabaja[r] en 
conjunto para ser un mejor lugar,”133 as Susana declared, dressed in traditional Chilean attire, 
from a stage installed for the occasion in the school’s southern backyard. After the initial speech, 
the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla cohort-groups entered the yard one by one. Their members wore 
typical Chilean outfits, and each group performed a dance from one of the country’s regions. I 
observed more parents in the school for the National Day celebration than on any other day of 
the year. Never have I seen the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students behaving as orderly as they did 
that day.  
As I watched students executing their dances to perfection in front of their parents and 
teachers, I remembered how, in previous weeks, I had witnessed them practice untiringly during 
class hours. However, as 2M students informed me later, there was a catch. Because the Physical 
Education teachers were in charge of the event, they had used the time scheduled for their classes 
for students to rehearse the dances. Moreover, they offered a good grade to all of those who were 
willing to participate in the event.  That was why Raskolnikov was so upset the following Friday. 
When Leonor entered the 2M classroom, he asked her for a couple of minutes so he could 
address his peers, as their cohort-group President. From the front of the classroom and in a 
                                               
133 Collectively work for making [the school] a better place. 
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serious voice, he demanded his classmates to be quiet and informed them that their Physical 
Education teachers have given the eight 2M students who danced a 7, but the rest of the cohort-
group – the ones that did not dance – had gotten a 1, even when that was never part of the 
deal.xxii Mateo and Lebron joked, shouting that they would go on strike if the Physical Education 
teacher was not willing to give them a better grade, while other students started chatting about 
unrelated things. Losing his patience, Raskolnikov angrily scolded a couple of his peers and then 
directly appealed to the rest of the cohort-group, asking if they had any proposal about what to 
do with this. “Hay que ser conscientes,” he emphasized, “si esta hueá tiene que ser colectiva.”134 
Vladimir, who was the cohort-group Treasurer, suggested they should talk directly with their 
Physical Education teacher before doing anything, and Leonor highlighted the school protocol 
for when students were unsatisfied with a grade. Confused and seated in the back of the 
classroom, Salomé asked Lápiz what all the fuss was about. Lápiz explained to her that the 
Physical Education teacher had given most of them a bad grade for not dancing in the National 
Holliday celebration. “Yo falté porque estaba enferma,”135 Salome claimed, still not completely 
understanding what was going on. Lápiz replied that she knew that, but that the teachers did not 
care. “Como a ellos no les afecta”136 she concluded with outrage. 
In the previous vignette, 2M students were again engaging in a citizenship education 
practice within their own classroom and school, but this practice was different than those 
analyzed in the previous chapter. No doubt the practice of asking students to dance for a school 
celebration of the National Holidays – and for a grade, no less – reveals how persistent patriotic 
and individualistic notions of citizenship are in Chilean high schools, sediments of the historical 
                                               
134 We need to be conscious. This shit has to be a collective one. 
135 I was absent because I was sick that day. 
136 Since they are not affected by it [a bad grade]. 
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trajectory of citizenship education examined in Chapter 2.  However, my primary interest is not 
in the instructional practice of dancing in a National Holidays celebration, but rather the 
interactions it provoked among these students once they decided to face what they considered an 
injustice. To do this, 2M students attempted to organize themselves not as individuals, but as a 
collective. They did this during class time, making use of the space of the classroom, and 
through an organizational structure their school had provided for them: that of their own cohort-
group. These students were participating in a different way of enacting their citizenship than 
what has been previously examined here, and their participation had results that were possibly 
more important for their own citizenship education than any nationalistic dance could be: the 
production of a community of practice. 
In Chapter 2, I described how new spaces for student participation arose after the 
Educational Reform of 1928, as a way for schools to contribute to a stronger democracy. In this 
chapter I ethnographically examine two of these spaces as they still exist in Chilean schools: the 
cohort-group and the student government. My argument is that some of the most important 
citizenship education practices in which students engage in Chilean high schools are those 
related to the continual production of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991), and that 
these can be found in both the cohort-group and the student government. I do not claim that 
cohort-groups or student governments are always communities of practice – which would mean 
that they share a domain of interest to which its members are committed, concrete and material 
interactions that allow these members to learn from each other, and a common repertoire of 
resources to achieve this. In fact, what I claim is that, although both the cohort-group and the 
student government are institutional features of the Chilean educational system – in the sense 
that their formal existence is established by the national law – they only become communities of 
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practice relevant for students’ citizenship education once these same students commit to the 
collective resolution of the issues they face, engage in interactions that allow them to learn to do 
this together, and create or access the resources they need to do so. In order to demonstrate this, I 
first examine the cohort-group (focusing on the case of the 2M), how it provides students with a 
collective referent, and how and when it is and is not produced as a community of practice. I also 
examine the student government of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, exploring how it was organized 
and the tremendous amount of social work its members did in order to produce it, especially 
work that directly related to collective decision-making processes. Throughout the analysis of the 
cohort-group and the student government, and how they are produced in Chilean high schools, I 
also explore the theme of youth apathy. In this way, I illuminate how discourses of youth apathy 
are used by school actors in order to assess and interact with these communities of practice, and 
how the actual practices in which the members of these communities engage can prove how 
often these discourses miss the mark. 
4.1 The cohort-group as a collective referent 
As this chapter’s opening vignette illustrates, cohort-groups are a major feature of the 
Chilean educational system. As explained in the Introduction, each student is assigned to a 
cohort-group when he or she enters a high school. The division of students into cohort-groups is 
not unusual in Latin American countries, as Levinson’s (2001) study about the Mexican 
secundaria illustrates. In Mexico, the cohort-group is called a grupo escolar and students are 
distributed among these in a way that results in the grupos being academically heterogeneous. 
According to Levinson, the grupo escolar is both the school device that “weighed most heavily 
in the structuring of [students’] social relations” and is also imbued by teachers and students with 
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“meanings rooted in discourses of equality, cooperation and solidarity” (58), instilled in the 
secundaria by the Mexican state since the Mexican Revolution. 
 In Chile, cohort-groups also have a deep impact on students’ social relations and are 
filled with meanings directly linked with high schoolers’ citizenship education. However, the 
criteria for sorting students into cohort-groups in Chile does not necessarily follow any state’s 
broader objective. Rather, these criteria vary from school to school. The process falls on a 
spectrum, with completely randomized assignments on one end, and on the other, systems in 
which students are grouped to achieve intra-cohort homogeneity, usually along academic lines. 
In practical terms, a cohort-group ascribes students to a group of peers with whom they share 
both the space of their classroom and their daily schedule. 
The cohort-group also provides students with a collective referent. No matter how diverse 
and different its members are, both youth and adults tend to recognize each cohort-group as a 
particular entity, with specific characteristics and features. Students and teachers of the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla used adjectives such as “fome,” “mal portado” or “ordenado” 137 to describe 
specific cohort-groups and to draw comparisons between them. During my first month in the 
field, Mateo, a 2M student who had enrolled in the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla at the beginning of 
the school year, told me that he considered himself lucky because he had been assigned to “un 
curso bueno.”138 When I further asked him about his previous school, he said that there he was 
part of a cohort-group “armado con puros repitentes y echados.”139 According to Mateo, the 
administrators of his former high school did not want to deal with that “bad” cohort-group, so at 
the end of the previous school year all of its members had been expelled. As I discuss later in this 
                                               
137 Boring / Ill-behaved / Tidy. 
138 A good cohort-group. 
139 Formed with those who had repeated a grade or had been expelled from somewhere else. 
114 
 
chapter, the 2M was hardly a cohesive collective at that early time of the year, but this did not 
matter to Mateo. Even as a newcomer, his previous experience with the Chilean school system 
allowed him to easily understand how students were distributed within his new school, assessing 
his new cohort-group as a whole even before having the time to meet its members individually. 
At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, a series of formal instructional practices helped to 
further promote the idea of cohort-groups as particular collective referents. Central among these 
was a series of school events called “ferias,”140 including the Book Fair in April and the Sea Fair 
in May. During a feria, each cohort-group had to set up a stand and present about an assigned 
topic, for which they received a common grade for the whole cohort-group. The students with 
the highest-ranked stands in the fair also received prizes for their work. These ferias had 
important implications for these students’ citizenship education. In order to set up the cohort-
group stands, students did more than the academic work of researching their topics and creating 
presentation materials. They also had to do the social work of achieving a collective vision as a 
group, and deciding together how to distribute different tasks needed to achieve this goal. Even 
though the ferias were supposed to achieve some classes’ curricular objectives – e.g. the Book 
Fair was linked with those of the Language and Communication class, while the Sea Fair was 
with the curricular objectives of the HGSS class – what mattered more for the enactment of these 
students’ citizenship was how these practices moved the high schoolers away from a more 
individualistic school work. Instead of learning, studying, and being evaluated separately in 
competition with their peers for good grades and, therefore, social mobility (Labaree 1997), these 
students were now engaged in a collaborative effort as a cohort-group in order to achieve a 
common objective. 




Activities like these ferias not only provided students with opportunities to interact with 
each other and organize themselves as a collective, but also led to students attaching new 
meanings and characteristics to their own and other cohort-groups. 2M students, for example, 
repeatedly complained during these activities that their cohort-group was “un fracaso,”141 
arguing that they were usually among the lowest ranked groups. To support this assessment, 
many of them told me about their experience during a feria the previous year, when their stand 
had consisted of a table and nothing else. In this way, they made use of their cohort-group’s 
history in order to reinforce these attached meanings.   
To make matters worse, during the Sea Fair the 2M stand was located right next to the 2G 
stand. The 2G cohort-group had received the highest score during the Book Fair in April, and 
they certainly seemed to be aiming again for the first prize. Impressed by their work, 2M 
students quickly pointed out to me the differences between themselves and the 2G students. 
Initially, Aynara argued that she thought the quality of the 2G stand was due to their Head 
teacher, but as the conversation continued, she acknowledged that “ellos son más organizados 
que nosotros.”142 Lucho replied, criticizing the 2M students for the same reason, although he 
added that he had been a 2L student for a couple of weeks at the beginning of the school year and 
claimed that other cohort-group was “aún peor.”143 I confessed to the students that, because I had 
randomly selected a cohort-group to work with, I could have ended up observing the 2G students 
instead of them. As if she was trying to explain to me how different my research would have 
been if I had ended up in that hypothetical scenario, Camila quickly replied that the 2G cohort-
group was for sure more organized, “pero el 2M es más diverso.”144 Without being an intentional 
                                               
141 A failure. 
142 They are more organized than us. 
143 Even worst. 
144 But the 2M is more diverse. 
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or explicit goal of the events described, instructional practices like the Sea Fair led students to 
compare their own cohort-group to others and, in the process, to elaborate and attach to these 
groups characteristics that worked as markers of collective identification.  
4.2 The cohort-group as a political community of practice 
In Chilean schools, the cohort-group is not only an institutional way of distributing 
students in time and space, but is also understood as a citizenship education device. The Class 
Council exists in order to make this possible. Born out of the democratic enthusiasm of the mid 
20th century Chilean educational reformers, the Class Council’s existence is today guaranteed by 
Decree Nº 524, which regulates student government institutions. This legislation, originally 
signed a couple of months after the end of the Pinochet dictatorship, mandates that Class 
Councils should be democratically organized and defines its members as “todos los alumnos del 
curso respectivo.”145 It also allows for adult oversight of this school institution, and requires that 
all issues discussed by it should have the “acuerdo del Profesor Jefe de Curso” and should not 
negatively affect “las actividades que se desarrollen en la hora de Consejo de Curso 
contemplada en el plan de estudios que aplica el establecimiento”146 (Ministerio de Educación 
Pública 1990). 
As explained in the Introduction, the Class Council is a forty five-minute class in which 
each cohort-group can discuss collective issues. Although Decree Nº 524 states that the Class 
Council is “el organismo base del Centro de Alumnos,”147 only the national curricular 
frameworks for 11th and 12th grade mandate schools to allocate weekly hours for them to meet 
(Unidad de Currículum y Evaluación 2018).xxiii Because of this, it is not surprising that Class 
                                               
145 All the students of a respective cohort-group. 
146 The agreement of the Head teacher. / The activities contemplated for the Class Council in the school’s plan of 
studies. 
147 The nuclear institution of the student government. 
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Councils look very different from school to school, and even from one cohort-group to another. 
At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, for example, all cohort-groups were supposed to meet for their 
Class Councils during the last forty five-minute slot of every Monday. However, this could 
change suddenly and without notice. One Monday in April, for example, when the bell rang to 
announce the final slot of the day had begun, 2M students started packing their stuff and leaving 
the classroom. Noticing my confusion, Elsa explained to me that their Math teacher had been 
absent that day and, since Juanelo was free at the time, he came to the classroom and moved 
forward that day’s Class Council, so now students were free to leave the school. Since I had not 
been informed about the change, I asked Elsa what issues she and her classmates had discussed 
during the early Class Council. With a genuine smile, she answered that Juanelo had used that 
time so students could continue with a Physics test they were doing before the Math class, since 
most of them had not been able to finish it in the allotted time. Unlike other classes, the Class 
Council seemed to have a more fluid and, because of that, less predictable existence at this 
school.  
According to many Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla teachers, the main objective of the Class 
Council was for students to learn how to make decisions together. During this class, they were 
supposed to discuss, organize, and coordinate different collective matters, such as planning an 
end-of-the-year celebration, scheduling recreational activities, or voting about whether to 
participate in a protest or not. However, Class Councils did not always work as educators 
expected. The 2M Class Council was a clear example of this. I observed this class for the first 
time just a week after I started my fieldwork. While 2M students were putting away their HGSS 
notebooks, Juanelo hurriedly entered the classroom and told the students that the first order of 
business was to fill out a form with their personal information, so that the school could update 
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their records. Some of the youth quickly complied with the teacher’s request, while others stayed 
glued to their phones or continued chatting with their classmates. A couple of students left the 
classroom without authorization, so Juanelo left and brought them back. After this, Juanelo 
addressed Raskolnikov and asked him to talk about “lo que tenga que hablar.”148 Raskolnikov 
did not seem to react to the teacher’s words and neither did Vladimir, who was the other member 
of the cohort-group Executive Board present. A second group of students left the classroom, and 
once more Juanelo went out looking for them. When he came back, he suggested Raskolnikov 
and Vladimir should lead a discussion about how to raise money for the activities they wanted to 
plan during the year. Leaving them to do this, he called Leonel apart to scold him about a 
misdemeanor committed during one HGSS class. At the back of the classroom, Elsa, Elcor, 
Lovesha, and Lagoma were still dealing with the form they had to fill out, confused by a 
question about their “health issues” that they did not know how to answer. Lebron, Jordan, and 
Yoel were confused about this question too, and interrupted Juanelo’s conversation with Leonel 
to ask him about it. While the Head teacher was answering them, a third group of students left 
the classroom. Juanelo angrily stormed out after them. When he returned, still clearly upset, 
Juanelo asked Raskolnikov if the cohort-group was going to discuss anything during the Class 
Council or not. The cohort-group President just pointed to Vladimir, who was writing down a list 
of the 2M members. Twenty minutes and several similar scenes later, Raskolnikov finally stood 
up in the front of the classroom and announced that Vladimir would start collecting a monthly 
fee of 200 pesos from each student. xxiv “¿Y esa plata pa’ qué es?”149 Laura, a student who would 
leave the school before the end of the year, asked from her desk in a corner. “Pa’ hacer un paseo 
                                               
148 Whatever you have to talk about. 
149 And what’s that money for? 
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a final de año”150 Raskolnikov quickly answered, and then returned to his seat before Laura or 
any of his classmates could even consider a reply. 
The scene above did not resemble the democratic and participatory environments Chilean 
educators envisioned in the 1930s when they invented the Class Council. On the contrary, it 
reminded me of Juanelo’s warnings during our first meeting. According to him, Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla students “a veces tienen una mirada corta” regarding their Class Councils and were 
incapable of “auto regularse” when given the opportunity, since they lacked “las habilidades 
necesarias y cuesta mucho que se respeten.”151 After the previously described Class Council 
finished, I walked to the Teachers’ Lounge with Juanelo. On the way, he told me that if students 
were not going to make use of this space, he would have to make them. “A esta edad uno ya 
esperaría que conversaran de sus problemas con algunos profesores o algo” 152 he complained 
with frustration. The following day, before starting his Language and Communication class, 
Juanelo told the 2M students that he wanted to talk about what had happened the day before. “Es 
inaceptable”153 he scolded them, while students looked at each other puzzled, seemingly not 
understanding what their Head teacher was talking about. Juanelo continued and told the students 
he wanted them to make a commitment to make good use of their Class Council. If not, he 
finished, he would take this time for his Language and Communication class. “No puede,”154 one 
of the students argued, and a couple others also complained, but they did not get a reply from the 
teacher and did not insist either. That same afternoon, during Orientation class, Juanelo reminded 
the students of his warning. As he usually did, Lebron diffused the situation with humor. 
                                               
150 So we can do a trip at the end of the year. 
151 Sometimes are short sighted / Self-regulation / The necessary skills and it is hard to make them respect each 
other 
152 At this age, one would expect them at least to talk about the issues they have with some teachers or something. 
153 It is something unacceptable. 
154 You cannot do that. 
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“Raskolnikov” he yelled in a joking voice and in front of the teacher, “habla de cualquier cosa 
no más, pa’ que no haya Lenguaje.”155 Most students laughed, but all of them promised Juanelo 
they would participate more actively in their next Class Councils.  
Through his words and actions, Juanelo framed his students as apathetic and disengaged 
youths who were not committed to their collective interests. In his own way, Lebron was doing 
it, too. Once more, and as discussed in previous chapters, I was running into a discourse of youth 
apathy, although this one seemed to fit the students’ actions, at least at a first glance. Indeed, as 
the weeks passed, and even with Juanelo reiterating his threats, 2M students did not seem to care 
about their Class Council, using this time to have fun, chat with each other, or just nap until the 
end of the school day. One Monday in mid-April, after Raskolnikov had tried in vain for fifteen 
minutes to organize his classmates for the Book Fair, Juanelo decided it was enough. He did not 
teach his Language and Communication class as he had threatened, but he asked Raskolnikov 
and Vladimir to sit down. When Raskolnikov tried to regain control of the situation, Juanelo 
dismissed him saying: “Ya trató y no hubo buenos resultados.”156 Then, the teacher proceeded to 
organize the Book Fair stand himself. Although Raskolnikov was in charge of the following 
Class Councils, the situation did not improve significantly. This issue became even more 
puzzling once I got to know 2M students more closely. They were not particularly outspoken, 
but as I spent more time with them, I realized how deeply many of them cared about the issues 
and challenges their school and country were facing, and how they constantly discussed current 
politics and economics among themselves. In addition, Juanelo was not an authoritarian teacher. 
On the contrary, he was always open to provide the cohort-group members with the necessary 
time to discuss their own problems, and he was famous at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla as one of 
                                               
155 Raskolnikov, just talk about anything, so we don’t have Language class. 
156 You already tried and there were no results. 
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the teachers who most encouraged students to think critically about the school and society in 
general. Nonetheless, none of this seemed to matter during the last slot of the day on Mondays. 
Even when the actors were clearly not apathetic, apathy seemed to reign. How was it possible to 
make sense of this contradiction? 
Discourses of youth apathy portray young people – and particularly high school students 
– as disengaged individuals who do not care about collective interests. The fact that 2M students 
did not seem to value their own Class Council was cited among school actors as evidence that 
reinforced this discourse. However, the assumption that was at work here was that the 2M 
cohort-group already existed as a particular community of practice with a shared political 
domain of interest. Once examined more closely, the certainty of this assumption is thrown into 
question. One of the first clues came to me unexpectedly with the sociogram I applied to the 2M 
students. As said in the Introduction, the objective of this research tool was to map the social 
relations among these youth. However, when I went to administer it, I realized I had made a 
mistake. Because I used the official roster of the cohort-group to craft the sociogram form, four 
students who were on it but had never attended a class were also included. In order to fix this, I 
made sure to emphasize to the 2M students that they were going to find four classmates unknown 
to them on the sociogram form. I assured them this was not a trick but because of a mistake, and 
instructed them they should mark the option “No sé quién es”157 in those cases. As expected, 
once students began filling the form, several asked out loud who were Edobard, Juan Dios, 
Candelaria and Noemí – the four youth who had never been part of the 2M but were on the 
official roster. But then, something I had not anticipated happened. A couple students started 
inquiring who Pablo was, even after he shyly raised his hand to answer them. Leonel also asked 
                                               
157 I do not know him/her. 
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who Lápiz was, while Lápiz and Laura shouted several names, one after the other, trying to 
identify the people in the sociogram they did not know. “Ignacio Eyzaguirre, ¿quién es ese 
hueón?”158 yelled Leonel and Camila answered: “El Ignacio po.”159 Another student asked who 
Dareis was, and Camila replied that he was one of the students who had never been part of the 
cohort-group: “No existe.”160 “Sí existe”161 intervened Juanelo, and Camila covered her mouth 
with her hands and looked at the teacher in embarrassment while, across the classroom, Dareis 
stared at her with a confused face. When I finally tallied the sociogram results, I was surprised to 
see that half of the students declared not knowing someone who was indeed in their cohort-
group. On average, students did not know 3.5 of their classmates and only three of them were 
known by everyone else in the cohort-group.xxv By the end of April, and after two months of 
class, 2M students did not seem to be aware of who were they sharing a classroom with every 
single weekday. 
The previous assessment became easier to comprehend once I realized the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla lacked some basic mechanisms to allow students to get to know each other. A month 
after I applied the sociogram to the 2M students, I was away from the field for a whole week. 
Once I came back to the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, I found out that the 2M had a new student 
who had just arrived from Perú: Pancracia. I assumed I had missed her introduction to the rest of 
the cohort-group, and I did not inquire further about this point until three weeks later, when 
during a Class Council, I witnessed Juanelo introducing her to the whole cohort-group for the 
first time. Pancracia quickly became friends with Elsa, Elcor, Lovesha and Lagoma – a group of 
fellow Peruvian migrant female students, and the only ones who seemed to know her name 
                                               
158  Ignacio Eyzaguirre, who’s that dude? 
159 Duh… Ignacio. 
160 He does not exist. 
161 He does exist. 
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before the teacher’s introduction. These were the students who, at the beginning of July, 
informed me that the 2M had two new students. “Uno que volvió y una chica”162 Elsa pointed 
out, and then confessed she did not know if the new girl was named Mónica or Muriel. When I 
asked if these new students had been formally introduced to the rest of the cohort-group in any 
way, Elsa and her friends told me that one of the inspectors had brought the new female student 
to the classroom during a break and left her there after telling the few students who were present: 
“Ella es nueva.”163 The other new student was Esteban, who had been a member of this cohort-
group until the previous year, when he decided to transfer to another high school. Although 
Esteban was not known by all of the current students, Juanelo did not properly introduce him to 
the rest of the cohort-group until the end of July, when students came back from their winter 
break. The other new student was never formally introduced to the cohort-group and she 
disappeared during August, with no one knowing if her name was actually Mónica or Muriel. 
The conditions of student enrollment at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla conspired even 
further against students being able to know their cohort-group peers. The 2M was a clear 
illustration of this. According to Juanelo, at the beginning of the school year, at least a third of 
the 2M students were new to the cohort-group: they had come from other cohort-groups at the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, other schools, and even other countries. Strikingly, former members of 
the 2M cohort-group had known their new classmates for as long as they had known me. As 
pointed out in the Introduction, the 2M started as a cohort-group of thirty-seven students and 
ended up being one of thirty-one: its changes included ten students who left the cohort-group and 
the school for varied reasons, four students who became part of the cohort-group during the 
school year, and at least three students who arrived to the 2M after the school year started and 
                                               
162 A guy who came back and a girl. 
163 She is a new one. 
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left the cohort-group before it finished. Further, several members of the 2M, like Lucho and 
Camila, stopped attending school at times for weeks and even months, because of health and 
family issues. The structural problems faced by the public education system in terms of students’ 
enrollment, described in detail in Chapter 2, not only affected the material conditions of 
instruction of the 2M students, but even their possibilities of actually knowing each other and 
producing a community of practice together. Regarding this, the 2M was not an outlier within the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla: with slight differences, most cohort-groups I worked with suffered the 
same conditions of instability and high mobility of their members. 
Thus, at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, everyone assumed cohort-groups existed from the 
beginning of the school year and used them as a collective point of reference both when dealing 
with their members and when assessing youth apathy. Cohort-groups indeed existed, but as 
institutional devices to distribute students in time and space, and not necessarily as bundles of 
tight social relationships, as the 2M case shows. It would be difficult for these students to care 
about their collective interests if there was no collective to begin with, even if the cohort-group 
as a grouping mechanism made this collective appear as an already-existing entity.  Even when 
they were together in the same classroom for eight hours, five days a week, the truth is that for 
2M students many of their classmates were as unknown to them as the people with whom they 
shared the bus or a subway car daily. If a community of practice requires its members to be 
committed with a shared domain of interest, and for them to establish concrete interactions to 
learn from each other regarding this domain, then the conditions for the 2M to become one of 
these communities were certainly not the best. What I am saying is that a cohort-group is not a 
community of practice by itself: it must be produced as one. This process of production requires 
a lot of time and social work from the students – which is directly related to their citizenship 
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education – even though most school actors assume this community exists immediately once 
these youths are sorted out in cohort-groups. The problem with discourses of youth apathy being 
used to explain why students do not care about their own cohort-groups in cases like these, is not 
only the focus on the individuals and their attitudes or dispositions as the main educational 
problem, but that they obscure the actual material conditions that sometimes prevent high 
schoolers from interacting and learning about one another. 
4.3 The student government as a political community of practice 
Cohort-groups are not the only political communities of practice that can be produced 
within Chilean high schools. Another is the student government, or Centro de Alumnos. As 
explained in Chapter 2, student governments were born in Chile during the first half of the 20th 
century and became politically relevant in the 1950s, but during the Pinochet dictatorship they 
were repressed and persecuted. On April 20, 1990, just a couple of months after the end of the 
dictatorship, student governments’ existence was guaranteed by Decree Nº 524. According to the 
first article of this decree, student governments were organizations formed by all the students in a 
high school with the aim of: 
…servir a sus miembros, en función de los propósitos del establecimiento y dentro de las 
normas de organización escolar, como medio de desarrollar en ellos el pensamiento 
reflexivo, el juicio crítico y la voluntad de acción, de formarlos para la vida democrática, 
y de prepararlos para participar en los cambios culturales y sociales.164 (Ministerio de 
Educación Pública 1990).  
 
In 2006, just as the Revolución Pingüina was occurring, Decree 524 was reformed by the 
government and a new subsection was added at the end of its first article, stating that “En ningún 
establecimiento se podrá negar la constitución y funcionamiento de un Centro de Alumnos.”165 
                                               
164 To serve their members – always coherently with the aims of the school and considering the rules of school 
organization – as a mechanism to develop in them reflexive thinking, critical judgement and a will of acting; to 
educate them for democratic life and to prepare them to participate in cultural and social changes. 
165 No school will be able to deny the constitution and functioning of a student government. 
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The same decree also defined the different institutions of the student government and their 
functions, as depicted in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Student government institutions (Ministerio de Educación Pública 1990) 
 
Although student governments are clearly regulated and structured by law, their actual 
functioning is always much more complicated than any legal document can convey. In fact, it is 
even possible that at some moments of the school year, some of these institutions only exist on 
paper. Interested as I was in citizenship education and youth political participation, contacting 
the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student government Executive Board was one of my first tasks once 
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I started my fieldwork. Soon I found out that neither the Executive Board nor the CODECU were 
meeting regularly, as Felix, who at that time still served as student government advisor, 
explained to me at the end of April. According to him, since most students in the Executive 
Board were seniors when elected in 2016, they had graduated already. The two who had not 
graduated yet, felt they could not do all the Board’s work by themselves. The Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla student government did not have a TRICEL either, Felix also informed me, but a 
group of student activists were trying to create one with his help and that of Leonor. In that 
context, the only chance was to wait for a new Board’s election. According to Decree Nº 524, 
these elections were supposed to be held during the first or the last forty-five days of the school 
year, but again, laws and facts did not coincide. April came and then May, and Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla students still did not have an Executive Board to represent them. Every time I asked, 
I got the same answer from both students and teachers: elections were supposed to happen soon 
but no one knew when. Susana, who as Head of the School Life Department was following the 
process closely, confided in me one morning that the tardiness of the election was because there 
were not enough students running to fill all the positions. The elections finally happened by the 
middle of May, with only one student running for each available position. A new Executive 
Board was then elected, and Camila, from the 2M cohort-group, became its new Minutes 
Secretary.  
In the course of the Executive Board’s elections, a discourse of youth apathy was voiced 
by adults as well as by some students. After being ratified, the newly elected Executive Board 
convened a CODECU so they could introduce themselves to the delegates of each cohort-group. 
But the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla did not have a room for the students to meet, with the exception 
of a small and dirty storage room the Executive Board used to stow away canvasses, cans of 
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paint, and other stuff. Instead, the CODECU met in the school’s laboratory, a large classroom 
right next to the Inspectors office. There, between pipettes, test tubes, and brain models, the 
cohort-groups delegates sat down. Susana and Felix had been invited to the meeting, as was 
Lalo, a Music teacher, and one of the two new student government advisors. After Camila 
vouched for me, I was also invited to join the meeting. I sat at a table in the back of the lab, right 
next to Hugo, Miguel and Leon. Leon was the cohort-group delegate of the 2Y, and seemed to be 
very knowledgeable about the student government’s procedures. Miguel and Hugo – 10th and 
11th graders respectively – were not cohort-group delegates, but were part of the student activists 
who were trying to install the TRICEL at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. The four of us chatted for 
a while before the meeting started, with Leon expressing the most interest in my work. He told 
me he had been previously enrolled at another public high school – also part of the Santiago 
Municipality – in which political activity was more common. “No como acá, acá no hay 
política,”166 he complained. When asked further about it, he pointed to the fact that only one 
student had run for each available Executive Board position. “Allá había que pasar máquina”167 
he continued, referring to his former high school and how there he and his peers had to take 
political action in order to get the votes needed for the Board. “Así funciona la democracia,”168 
he concluded. Like Susana, Leon seemed to believe that political engagement was largely absent 
among Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students. 
Although several school actors took what had happened with the Executive Board’s 
election as evidence of Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students’ apathy, the CODECU meeting ended 
up showing me this was not necessarily the case. The CODECU started with Karol, the former 
                                               
166 Not like here. Here, there is no political activity 
167 There, you had to bulldoze. 
168 That’s how democracy works. 
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student government Executive Board President, asking everyone to be quiet and detailing the 
results of the recent elections. She then invited the new Executive Board members to introduce 
themselves, but Susana intervened before they could, congratulating the new student 
representatives for acquiring this responsibility and highlighting the orderly character of the 
whole electoral process. After she finished, it was Tamara’s turn to speak. An 11th grader and the 
new Executive Board President, Tamara greeted the attendees, thanked them for their trust, and 
promised that she and her running mates expected to “lograr un cambio”169 in the school. She 
then started talking about the projects the new Board had in the works, but one of the cohort-
group delegates raised his voice and asked if they could modify the timeline of the Board 
elections so they would have it at the end and not the beginning of the year. Although he was 
seconded by some of his peers, Tamara replied that this was a hard thing to do, since the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla students who would vote in December would be very different from those 
who would be there by March: some would graduate, many others would be expelled, and others 
would arrive from different high schools. Hugo, who seemed to be anxious about presenting his 
plan for creating a TRICEL, argued that deciding the timeline of any student vote was not a 
responsibility of the Board, but of the TRICEL. Fabian, the new Board’s Executive Secretary, 
interrupted the discussion and told the CODECU that the Board wanted to organize several 
“tocatas.”170 Their aim as representatives, he continued, was for all Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students to feel “identificados con el liceo”171 and for the school to be a fun place and not only 
one where students “se vienen a cuadrar.”172 Another cohort-group delegate raised her voice and 
posed a question about the Board’s projects, particularly one raising money to fund the concerts. 
                                               
169 Achieve a change. 
170 Music bands’ concerts. 
171 Identified with their high school. 
172 Come to salute the authorities. 
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A couple of seats away from me, Felix commented to himself that this was not the right place to 
discuss a topic like that one, but Leon caught his words and replied he thought it was. “No en un 
CODECU improvisado,”173 the former student government advisor retorted, pointing to the fact 
that the CODECU had been convened extraordinarily that day, and only so the new Board could 
be introduced. “Yo haría una Asamblea General,”174 countered Felix, as he leaned back on his 
chair with a superior smile. In the meantime, Miguel and Hugo’s anxiety appeared to be 
increasing: the first told the second that there was only half an hour left, anticipating they were 
not going to have enough time to talk about their TRICEL project. Admittedly, he was right. 
Even with Hugo and Leon demanding the Board members hurry up, when the school bell 
announced it was time for lunch, the student activists had only just started presenting their plan 
for creating a TRICEL. As member of the Executive Board, Fabián reminded those present that 
they not only needed to know about the TRICEL project, but needed to vote how to move 
forward with it. Since the delegates were hungry, he suggested they should call for another 
CODECU meeting later that week in order to do this. 
The previous vignette shows some of the complicated practices in which high school 
students engage in order to achieve an actual student government. They have to run for office, 
vote for their representatives, plan their work for the year and present it convincingly to others, 
supervise other student representatives, and even create new institutions if they feel the common-
good of the student body requires it. They also have to deal with teachers in novel capacities and 
voice their own understandings of what politics and democracy are. Leon did this explicitly, as 
did Tamara, while talking about who should vote in the Board’s elections and who should not, 
and Fabián, who declared that the school was not a place where the students should come “a 
                                               
173 Not during an improvised CODECU meeting. 
174 I would call for a General Assembly. 
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cuadrar[se].” Further, it was as members of a student government that students confronted these 
understandings together with those of their peers, engaging in political deliberation. 
While participating in meetings like those previously described, high schoolers are 
constantly instructing each other about what it means to be a member of a student government as 
a concrete community of practice, and it is in the process of doing so that they participate of its 
continual production. What they do is indeed an enormous amount of social work. Like the 
cohort-group, the student government exists because the national law says so. However, both can 
only be produced as communities of practice only insofar as their members craft a domain of 
shared interest and interact with each other through a common repertoire of resources in order to 
learn together how to do better what they do. A community of practice needs to be historically 
produced by its members in a process that is never completely finished. What is even more 
important to emphasize, is that the domain of this particular community of practice is a political 
one: as members of a student government, high schoolers are learning from each other how to 
work together to decide what to do about collective challenges they face. They are not engaging 
in a mock political action, nor training or preparing themselves for any kind of future citizenship. 
Participation in a student government, no matter how peripheral, is a political action in its own 
right. By enacting Decree Nº 524, students not only comply with the law, but decide how to 
build a sphere of political representation within their own schools. 
In Chilean high schools, as discussed further in the two following chapters, student 
governments are directly linked with student mobilization. However, these are not the only 
activities through which these communities of practice engage in collective deliberation and 
learning. One of the most important sets of practices in which student government members 
participate – and which serve as evidence that a student government is being produced as a 
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political community of practice – are those that facilitate students actually making decisions 
collectively. At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, several school actors blamed student government 
members for not caring about making decisions together, in a similar way they did with cohort-
groups. However, a closer examination of this issue illuminates how misguided certain evidence 
about Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students’ apathy was. I realized this as I continued observing 
CODECU meetings during the year. First, I noticed that the cohort-group delegates were not 
prone to talk much during these meetings: at a first glance, they seemed uninterested in what was 
being discussed there, something that resembled my observations of the 2M Class Council. 
Silence was a defining feature of these meetings and, for many adults, the clearest evidence to 
support their assessment of how apathetic Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students were. For Susana, 
for example, this was the reason why all CODECU decisions were being made by a small group 
of student activists or, as she called them, “los que gritan más fuerte.”175 To be fair, at least in 
most CODECU meetings I observed, no one seemed to yell, because no one seemed to be 
defending or criticizing any particular stance when a decision had to be made. Nonetheless, 
decisions were being made. As the year moved forward, and especially when these high 
schoolers started discussing their participation in student protests, I began hearing a few 
dissonant voices during CODECU meetings. When this happened, the promoters of the proposal 
being challenged would usually spend time explaining it further or arguing why it was good for 
the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students. No matter how it went, the end result was always silence – 
either when the proposal’s opponents seemed convinced by the arguments of its defenders, or 
when the advocates decided to withdraw their proposal. The only exceptions to this were the 
                                               
175 Those who yell the loudest. 
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occasions when the CODECU meeting time ran out and students left the decision for the next 
meeting. 
Anthropologists have studied how assessing the democratic value of an action based only 
on traditional Western parameters can render invisible the reality that groups build alternative 
democracies and make collective decisions in ways that are democratic, even if they do not 
always seem to be (Comaroff and Comaroff 1997; Ellison 2015; Lazar 2008). In the case of the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students, deciding by silence was one of those practices. Even if many 
actors considered quiet students to be disengaged and apathetic, staying silent was also a way of 
supporting a political proposal while participating in the student government. The students only 
spoke up if they considered the measure to be problematic, in which cases they responded 
vocally and sometimes even angrily. This practice to legitimize collective decisions seemed to 
work not only at the Executive Board and the CODECU, but even within the Class Council. It 
applied in both important decisions and when students were trying to coordinate menial cohort-
group activities such as a barbeque, or deciding whether or not to buy a broom to clean their 
classroom. While many took these youth to be apathetic, they were in fact human beings figuring 
out ways of making decisions together and, in doing so, building the domain, the interactions, 
and the resources needed to produce the communities of practice in which they could do it. Some 
of these interactions certainly did not resemble what other school actors believed civic 
engagement was supposed to look like, but they were still as much citizenship practices as any of 
the others studied in these pages. 
4.4 Conclusions 
Within Chilean high schools, students learn to be citizens not only while interacting with 
instructional practices and appropriating or reshaping the citizenship discourses these practices 
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aim to communicate, but through the process of becoming members of political communities of 
practice and by engaging in the continual production of these. Merely existing as an institutional 
grouping mechanism does not guarantee a community of practice, as the analysis of the cohort-
group and the student government exemplify. Even if these two are part of the institutional 
features of the Chilean educational system – in the sense that they are established by law in all 
Chilean schools –, school actors (and especially students) have to engage in a vast amount of 
social work in order to produce the cohort-group and the student government as communities of 
practice with shared (and political) domains of interest. By making use of the common resources 
at their disposal, and interacting, deliberating, and learning from their peers, high school students 
are educating themselves about how to enact their citizenship and, at the same time, are 
becoming legitimate participants of these collective endeavors.  
Further, several of these practices can be seen as counter-evidence that challenges how 
discourses of youth apathy obscure students’ civic engagement or blame them for not being 
committed to a collective. Instead, they evidence how, many times, the collective that students 
are criticized for not caring about does not actually exist. This non-existence is often not the 
result of apathy on the students’ part, but of the structural shortcomings of the Chilean public 
educational system, such as those related to students’ enrollment. 
The 2M cohort-group became an illustrative example of how school actors could take 
responsibility for these structural shortcomings and work toward producing a community of 
practice despite them. After I shared the results of the first sociogram with him, a worried 
Juanelo decided he had to do something. The following week, he interrupted the regular 
curriculum of the 2M Orientation class, and instead invited his students to play two games in the 
soccer court. For the first one, students had to write four things about themselves. One of these 
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facts had to be false, and their peers had to guess which one was the lie. Later on, 2M students 
played a game of dodgeball with a special rule: in order to eliminate another player, the person 
hitting him or her had to shout that classmate’s name first. With these games, Juanelo intended 
for his students to have a good time but to also get to know each other; he knew that this was a 
prerequisite for 2M students to be able to build any kind of community. Because these simple 
games fostered material interactions for these students to learn from each other, and since this 
learning was potentially consequential for them to build a shared domain of interest – that of 
solving their cohort-group’s issues collectively – these ice-breakers could lead to complex 
citizenship education moments. It is impossible to measure how much these games contributed to 
this end, but at the end of that day, the 2M students did know a little more about each other. A 
second sociogram applied at the end of the year showed that, on average, they knew more of 
their peers than at the beginning of the school year. As the opening vignette of this chapter 
shows, by then some of these students were even able to identify issues they shared with their 
classmates and address these as a collective. Of course, this cannot be assumed to be a linear 
effect of any particular instructional practice. In fact, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla was not the 
only place where these high schoolers were learning to be citizens. In the streets too, thousands 
of Chilean high school students were also learning this as members of a different community of 




Chapter 5: Of Demonstration IDs and lemons: citizenship education 
in student protests 
Although the school year of 2017 officially started on March 6, for several Chilean high 
schoolers, Summer Break finished a couple of days before. On March 4, the Coordinadora 
Nacional de Estudiantes Secundarios (CONES) – one of the two most important high school 
students’ political organizations in the country – held its first assembly of the year and elected 
Francisca Flores, a 12th grader, as its new leader and national spokesperson. Later interviewed by 
several media outlets, Francisca reaffirmed her organization’s commitment to ending the 
municipalization of schools, replacing the school voucher system, and implementing a more just 
process for college enrollment. She also emphasized CONES’s efforts to use social organizing 
among students as a means to transformative educational justice: “lo que tenemos pensado es 
movilizarnos mucho este año” she declared, “para que con la movilización podamos lograr la 
transformación, la reforma que queremos (…) mientras todos podamos unirnos como 
estudiantes vamos a poder sacar adelante lo que queremos”176 (“Vocera de la CONES” 2017). 
Her peers’ actions soon reflected her words. On March 8, CONES and CONFECH – the 
country’s leading college student political organization – protested in front of the Ministry of 
Education, demanding the government to end the municipalization of schools once and for all 
and to mandate sexual education classes in all public schools. At the end of the same week, 
CONFECH’s President, Daniel Andrade, announced the first massive student street 
demonstration of the year, as a response against the shortcomings of the educational reform that 
                                               
176 We will be demonstrating a lot this year because with our protests, we will achieve the transformation, the reform 
we want (…) As long as we are united as students, we will achieve whatever we want. 
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the Congress was discussing at that time (“Confech convocó a primera marcha estudiantil” 
2017). 
Given these protests, someone not familiar with contemporary Chile might think March 
of 2017 was a particularly agitated political moment. It was not. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
during the last decade, high school and college students became key players in the Chilean 
political scene. They did this through student organizations like CONES and CONFECH, but 
also as members of their student governments. Today, contentious politics are an essential part of 
the landscape that these students have to navigate while they are learning to be citizens. 
Francisca’s words illustrate this and the active political role high school students occupy in 
contemporary Chile. These words also suggest that, for these youths, citizenship education is 
intertwined with political mobilization and is not limited by the walls of their schools. 
In this chapter, I examine how student protests open new citizenship education 
opportunities for Chilean public high school students while also closing down others. In order to 
show this, I first describe the current landscape of student contentious politics in Chile, detailing 
the different forms of protests in which high school students participate. Then, I examine how 
these protests directly affect the regular life of Chilean public high schools, hindering some of 
the citizenship education practices analyzed in previous chapters, but also creating new ones. I 
move afterward to observe the citizenship education practices that students encounter while 
participating in street protests and demonstrations. Understanding the Chilean Student 
Movement as a particular community of practice that stages “scenes of dissensus,” I analyze the 
performative work high schoolers do in order to enact their citizenship and instruct different 
audiences about their grievances. I conclude by examining the peer-based citizenship education 
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practices in which these young people engage to teach and be taught by other student activists 
about the threats of state violence and how to face them through solidarity and cooperation. 
5.1 The student contentious politics landscape 
Understanding how citizenship education occurs during student protests first requires a 
grasp of the landscape of student contentious politics in Chile. Using my newspaper report 
database as the main source, I identified seventy-two protest events organized by students during 
the school year of 2017. Most of these events concentrated in Santiago, and high school students 
participated in 81% of them as organizers, attendants, or both. Protests were widespread across 
the year: the first student protest of the year happened on March 6, and the last one on December 
12. In between those two protests, only July and November saw no student protests, with May 
and June hosting the most of any other months (29% and 32% of the total respectively). In 
summary, student protests were frequent events in Chile (including the capital city of Santiago), 
and high school students were usually present at these events, if not directly leading them. 
Importantly, not all student protests are the same. I classify student protests into four 
primary forms: street demonstrations, internal protests, strikes, and occupations. All of these 
forms share the aim of staging a scene of dissensus (Rancière 2004b) in order to make students’ 
voices heard by state actors.xxvi However, how students engage in these contentious politics 
events might differ greatly depending on the type of student protest, its location, and specific 
addressee. These differences have important implications for the citizenship education practices 
in which high school students engage while participating in these protests. 
The first, and possibly most common form of student protest in Chile is the street 
demonstration. This form of protest can be further classified into three different kinds: marchas – 
when students walk along a predefined route –, concentraciones – when they meet at a square or 
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in front of a public building and stay there –, or cortacalles – when they stand or sit down in the 
middle of the street in order to stop traffic. During all of these street demonstrations, students 
usually display banners and chant against public officials and educational policies. The number 
of demonstrators in these events varies, and they can be attended by thousands, as usually 
happens with CONFECH massive student street demonstrations. In 2017, CONFECH organized 
five of these protests at a national level, largely to oppose how the government was 
implementing its educational reform. The less successful of these demonstrations was attended 
by more than a thousand protesters just in Santiago alone, while the most crowded one 
assembled between thirty-five to ninety thousand people locally and reached more than three 
hundred thousand demonstrators at a national level.xxvii  
As a disruptive use of public space, street demonstrations allow students to present their 
grievances about national educational policies, addressing those state actors in charge of voting 
and implementation, such as the President and Congress. This form of protest was particularly 
important during 2017, a year marked by the discussion of two central components of the 
Bachelet Educational Reform: the Higher Education Law and the New Public Education Law. 
From the streets, the Chilean Student Movement attempted to be part of this discussion, asserting 
that the government “se ha esforzado en no escuchar las propuestas de los actores sociales,”177 
as the CONFECH national spokesperson declared in March (“Vocero Confech” 2017). Although 
high school students participated in demonstrations regarding all of these laws, they were more 
involved in those protests that targeted the New Public Education Law, likely because it affected 
them more directly. Street demonstrations allowed secondary students to publicly display their 
critiques of the neoliberal rationalities governing their schools, and to resist the threat of their 
                                               
177 Has made an effort not to listen to the social actors’ proposals. 
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enduring presence in the new educational policies the national government was discussing. “No 
hay de otra manera en la que uno pueda hacerse escuchar”178 Federico, a 2M student who 
usually participated in these protests, told me during an interview after I asked him if he thought 
this was a legitimate way of improving the country. “Y las marchas que más presión hacen 
[sobre el gobierno], para conseguir lo que uno quiere, son las no autorizadas, en las que uno se 
lanza.”179 
A second form of student protest is known as internal protest. Internal protests, unlike 
street demonstrations, are always limited to the school premises; however, they can look very 
different from one to the other, like students preventing their teachers from entering a specific 
classroom or refusing to take a national standardized test. Since the press does not commonly 
report this form of protest, I was usually only aware of the internal protests I witnessed directly 
at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. Many teachers and high schoolers, in yet another example of a 
discourse of youth apathy at work, considered that student activists organized these events 
mostly “para capear clases.”180 Nonetheless, students did use internal protests to address state 
actors – particularly school administrators and the Ministry of Education officers – and to present 
their grievances about their schools. In June, for example, officers of the National Agency for 
Quality Education visited the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. The National Agency for Quality 
Education is a national government institution in charge of “evaluar y orientar el sistema 
educativo para que este propenda al mejoramiento de la calidad y equidad de las oportunidades 
educativas”181 for all students (Agencia de Calidad de la Educación, n.d.). As such, it conducts 
                                               
178 There’s no other way you can make yourself heard 
179 And the demonstrations that exert the most pressure [on the government] in order to achieve what one wants, are 
the ones that are not authorized, those when you just go for it. 
180 To cut classes short. 




annual evaluations of all Chilean public schools. Their results are later made public and can 
affect student enrollment and, therefore, school funding. Hence, it is not strange that teachers and 
administrators usually try to show their school’s best face during the agency’s visits. The Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla was not an exception: while the agency officers were visiting the school, 
Camila asked her Citizenship teacher, Areta, permission to go to the bathroom during one of her 
classes, but the teacher denied her request, confessing that administrators had asked them not to 
allow students to wander outside the classrooms while the agency officers were in the school. 
The agency’s evaluation lasted a week, and during its last day, the student government Executive 
Board and the CODECU decided to occupy a hallway of the school and chant against the 
decrepit state of its buildings. The protest did not last more than fifteen minutes, but it was still 
enough for the agency officers to notice it. As Lalo, one of the student government advisors told 
me the following week, the students did this because they knew the officers were still at the 
school. These youths, he continued, wanted the officers to realize how the precarious material 
conditions of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla were hindering any chance of them receiving the 
“quality education” the agency purported to promote. Miguel, one of the most driven student 
activists at the school, had a different interpretation: for him, the protest was a way of showing 
the agency officers that their school was “activa políticamente.”182 Their interpretations were not 
necessarily mutually exclusive, and regardless of their motivations, the effect of the event was 
clear. Staging it during the officers’ visit had allowed the internal protest to expand its public 
display, reaching beyond the walls of the school. 
A third common form of student protest in Chilean public high schools are strikes or 
paros. Strikes are a unique form of protest since their primary objective is not necessarily to 
                                               
182 Politically active. 
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address concrete actors or present grievances but for students to redirect time initially allotted for 
classes and use it for their political education and activism. Student strikes are usually of two 
kinds: reflexive or regular ones, as students call them. During a reflexive strike, students stay 
inside their school, using class time for meetings, assemblies, and informative talks. Conversely, 
during a regular strike, all students leave the school, usually to participate in a street 
demonstration, even though sometimes they just stay nearby the school to hang out with friends 
or simply go back to their homes. 
A fourth and final form of student protests are occupations or, as they are commonly 
known, tomas. In Chile, students usually occupy their educational institutions, namely colleges 
or schools. During a school occupation, students take control of their school buildings, typically 
forbidding teachers, administrators, and other adults to enter. While an occupation is in effect, 
classes are not held, and students use class time and the school premises to organize political 
activities, such as assemblies, talks, and artistic events. Occupations are an intensive form of 
protest: they mostly affect the school in which the occupation occurs but do so deeply and for an 
extended time. Occupations also allow for students to display versatile political strategies. Like 
internal protests, through occupations, students address school administrators and local state 
actors, presenting their grievances about their schools. At the same time, and as it is discussed 
later in Chapter 6, the public and media impact of school occupations in Chile permits students 
to address national state actors too, protesting educational policies implemented by the Congress 
or the national government and demanding to be heard as legitimate political interlocutors.  
5.2 Adapting to student protests (and learning in the process) 
Student protests unquestionably affect the everyday routine of Chilean public high 
schools in very concrete ways. School occupations and strikes, for example, prevent classes from 
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continuing. According to Mardones and Yevenes (2018), students attending schools in the 
Santiago Municipality missed as many as 316 school days between 2016 and 2018 because of 
occupations. Less examined are the different ways in which student protests affect the citizenship 
education practices with which students engage at their schools. In the process of adapting to the 
Chilean student contentious politics landscape, new avenues of citizenship education are opened, 
while others are closed down. 
Student protests alter the “normal” daily life of Chilean public high schools even before 
any particular protest starts. After more than a decade since the Revolución Pingüina, these 
events are not unknown or surprising to school actors anymore, and students and teachers readily 
adapt their school routines in anticipation of upcoming protests. I learned this during one of my 
first weeks at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, while attending a 2M Language and Communication 
class. Juanelo, the teacher, was writing in the whiteboard the list of books the students were 
supposed to read during the year, including pieces by Chilean novelists as well as others by 
Latin-American and Spanish authors. “Como mínimo vamos a leer esas obras,” Juanelo said to 
the students once he finished writing down the list, and then added: “Estoy dejando dos fuera por 
si acaso, ustedes saben que a veces los años son un poco moviditos.”183 Students asked about the 
titles of the books they were not going to read, but they did not seem to find anything strange 
about their teacher’s assessment. Most of them had attended the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla for 
more than a year by then and had learned how student protests could affect the regular school 
calendar. These high schoolers’ previous experiences allowed them to anticipate when protests 
were going to occur and to modify their behavior accordingly. “Ya las verá”184 Jordan told me on 
                                               
183 At least we will read all these books. I am leaving out two others, just in case. You know, sometimes our school 
years are a little shaky. 
184 You will see those. 
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one cold April morning when I asked him about the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla internal protests 
that I had heard so much about. According to him, I just had to wait until June, when everything 
would get “más intenso.”185 His friend Lebron, standing right next to him, confessed to me he 
preferred to skip school on the days he thought a demonstration would happen, “porque sé que 
no vamos a hacer nada [en clases].”186  
At the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, student protests also could affect the citizenship 
education practices that were part of the regular school routine, especially those examined in 
Chapter 3. Indeed, if classes were not being taught, it was difficult for students to engage in 
citizenship education practices directly related to their Citizenship or HGSS classes. This 
situation was more common in the case of occupations – as already noted – and also during 
internal protests, which disrupted the students’ daily schedule and could end up in violent acts 
and several students skipping school. Strikes also had significant effects for these citizenship 
education practices, because all regular school activities had to be canceled once one of these 
protests was in effect. There were no exceptions to this rule. In May, Leonor had scheduled a 
field trip for 2M students to visit a historic Dominican Order Convent. She wanted the students 
to appreciate the religious art and architecture displayed there, and to connect this experience 
with the role of the Church during the Spanish Colony and the broader impact of religion over 
Chilean society until the present. Leonor started planning the field trip in the end of March since 
the historical building’s availability for visits was limited. She also had to fill out and file several 
forms with the school administrators and the municipality and obtain the parents’ formal 
permissions for their kids to leave the school with her. On May 29, the student government 
Executive Board decided to call a vote for a reflexive strike that, if accepted, would happen on 
                                               
185 More intense. 
186 Because I know we are not going to do a thing [during the classes]. 
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May 31, the same day the field trip was scheduled. While the voting process was still ongoing, 
2M students met for their HGSS class, and Federico asked Leonor what would happen with the 
field trip. Without a doubt, the teacher answered that she could not interfere in their decisions as 
students, and that, if they decided to strike, she would have to see if there was any way to 
reschedule the field trip or find another solution. In the end, the majority of the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla students voted in favor of the reflexive strike, and the field trip was canceled and 
never rescheduled.  
In the process of adapting to the ongoing student protests, public high schools like the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla were also able to provide new citizenship education opportunities for 
their students. How this school adapted to street demonstrations was a clear example of this. By 
order of the Mayor, students attending schools depending on the Santiago Municipality were 
allowed to participate in street demonstrations only if two conditions were met. The first one was 
that the demonstration was authorized by the city government. The second one was that the 
student was authorized to attend demonstrations by his or her parents.xxviii In order to expedite 
this process, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla administrators produced particular artifacts called 
Demonstration IDs. Students received these IDs at the beginning of the school year if they 
presented a parent’s note authorizing them to participate in street demonstrations. When one of 
these demonstrations was scheduled, students were able to show these IDs at the school gate and 
to leave no more than an hour before the protest was supposed to begin. Since demonstrations 
usually started between 10 and 11 AM, several classrooms were half-empty by midmorning. 
Although the Mayor also ordered classes to continue normally during these days, few teachers 
complied with this mandate. For them, this was a pedagogical decision. Most classes in Chile 
follow a curriculum in which previous learnings are required in order to acquire new ones. This 
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meant that continuing normally with their classes when most students were absent was not only 
unproductive for these teachers but would require them to repeat themselves once all the students 
were back. Instead, during these days, they preferred to ask students to practice some of their 
previous learnings or invited them to discuss current events, including the student protest they 
had not attended. In this way, protests like these provided new opportunities for citizenship 
education even for those high schoolers who were not engaging directly with street 
demonstrations.  
5.3 Street demonstrations as performative (and instructional) work  
If student protests affected the students who were not directly engaging with these, it is 
not surprising that they also affected those students who were. For these youths, student protests 
opened a whole new repertoire of citizenship education practices with which they could engage. 
By attending student protests – and especially, in street demonstrations – high schoolers were 
participating in a public performance through which they could stage a scene of dissensus in 
order to be counted as “part of the distributions of the sensible” (Rancière 2004a; 2004b). In the 
process of doing so, they were also becoming members and participating in the continual 
production of yet another community of practice relevant for their citizenship education: that of 
the Chilean Student Movement. 
Student street demonstrations have several audiences. The main one is composed by state 
actors, mainly the government and Congress. Through their protests, students denounce these 
actors for allowing private institutions to profit from Chilean students’ education, demanding 
legal changes to prevent this from happening. This can be observed clearly in the massive 
student street demonstrations often organized by CONFECH. In Santiago, most of these street 
demonstrations’ starting point is the symbolic Plaza Italia, a square located on the eastern border 
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of the Santiago Municipality.xxix From there, demonstrators usually march westbound on 
Alameda Avenue, passing in front of several public buildings – including the presidential palace, 
La Moneda. After 2.1 miles, they then arrive at a designated location where student 
representatives and teacher leaders end the demonstration with speeches explaining the national 
educational policies they oppose. From the start to the end, the demonstration might take as 
much as an hour, depending on how fast the participants walk and if the police disband them or 
not. Chilean Student Movement members make use of various historical and political symbols 
during these street demonstrations. They usually march while holding banners and shouting 
chants, often referencing the Pinochet dictatorship directly and linking it with both current 
neoliberal educational policies and police brutality. This is not the only performative practice in 
which students engage during these demonstrations: they also play drums in a carnival-like 
fashion, juggle, or display artistic representations on their banners or their bodies. During the 
April 11 massive student street demonstration, for example, a group of female high school 
students marched while on a leash. Behind them, a group of students in suits and elegant clothes 
held onto the leash; one of them even had bills coming out of his front pocket. A young man 
wearing nothing but his underwear stood right next to the leashed female students with a leash on 
his neck, too. The man’s naked chest bore a message: “No tengo nada. ¿Qué + me robarán?”187 
All of the students who participated in this particular skit had their faces painted in white as if 
they were a group of mimes and, indeed, they never said a word. They marched forward with the 
demonstrators and, from time to time, stopped while the female students on a leash and the naked 
man raised their hands to the sky. Through their bodies and actions, they communicated their 
despair regarding student debt, denouncing an educational system which they argued was 
                                               
187 I have nothing. What else will they steal from me? 
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designed for rich people to profit from the dispossession of those who were supposed to be its 
real beneficiaries: students such as themselves. This performative work was witnessed by 
millions, thanks largely to the several photographers and journalists from national and 
international news agencies who broadcast it across the country.  
The performative work of high schoolers during these protests sometimes happened even 
before the demonstration had begun. For many students, this work started the moment they left 
their school. In order to participate in one of these street protests, the first practical problem high 
school students had to solve was that of getting to Plaza Italia. Several students usually made 
use of public transportation and arrived individually or with friends. Others arrived in larger 
groups, often representing their student governments. I witnessed this during the first massive 
student street demonstration of 2017, on April 11. That day, I arrived early at Plaza Italia, but 
several hundreds of protesters were already gathered there. In front of us, the usually busy 
Alameda avenue was almost empty, grey fences dividing its north lane – where police vehicles 
were parked – and south lane. Suddenly, a group of high school students appeared on the 
horizon. They were in their school uniforms and marched eastbound, towards Plaza Italia, 
holding a banner with the name and emblem of their school. The banner read: “De la sala de 
clases a la lucha de clases.”188 Even at a distance, their chants were clear: “¡El que no salta es 
paco! ¡El que no salta es paco!”189 The morning had gotten sunnier and hotter than anyone 
would have expected for Fall, and as they were reaching the square, the students added another 
chant: “Uf, uf, ¡qué calor! ¡El guanaco, por favor!”190. The scene repeated itself a couple of 
minutes later when a large group of students from another public high school arrived while 
                                               
188 From the classroom to the class struggle. 
189 Those who don’t jump are cops! Those who don’t jump are cops! 
190 Uf uf, this is hot! Please bring your water cannon! 
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shouting “¡Burgueses! ¡Burgueses! ¡Tiemblen de miedo! ¡Que ya está en la calle el hijo del 
obrero!”191  
As said before, street demonstrations are directed to several different audiences. Arriving 
in this way to the starting point of the demonstration, students were addressing both the 
government and the ruling classes they deemed responsible for maintaining the market-driven 
educational policies that were harming them and their peers. At the same time, they were 
explicitly positioning themselves against a particular state actor – the police – and thus, were 
transforming the present officers into another audience for their performative work. Further, 
students were directing their performative work to other protesters, too. Arriving in this way to 
the starting point of the demonstration, these high schoolers were displaying their membership 
within the communities of practice of their student governments, while also showing how their 
political stances were aligned with those of the Chilean Student Movement.  
Students also engaged in recruiting practices during these protests. For the June 1 
massive student street demonstration, a group of Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students I was 
following ran into the students of a nearby school, who were marching towards Plaza Italia. 
Since the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla group was too small, these youths decided to join the larger 
group. As the students tried to reach the Alameda avenue, several people in the sidewalks made 
gestures of support to them. However, when the students chanted “¡A ver, a ver! ¡Quién lleva la 
batuta! ¡¿Los estudiantes?! ¡¿O los hijos de puta?!,”192 a fruit-seller left her post and confronted 
them. “Ustedes tienen que dar ejemplo de educación, y no decir vulgaridades”193 she scolded the 
demonstrators. “Si no las decimos, nadie nos escucha,”194 a female student replied and then 
                                               
191 Bourgeois! Bourgeois! You should start shaking! Because the workers’ sons are in the street and raging! 
192 Let’s see, let’s see! Who’s in charge here! The students?! Or the sons of bitches?! 
193 You should be an example of education and don’t say those bad words. 
194 If we don’t, no one hears us. 
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continued demonstrating with her peers. The students marched for forty-five more minutes 
throughout the historic Downtown Santiago neighborhood and finally arrived at a pedestrian 
walk leading to the Alameda avenue. The pedestrian walk was lined by department stores, 
restaurants, and offices. Like every other weekday, it was crowded and bustling. As the students 
advanced chanting, shouting, and holding their banners, most people continued with their 
business as usual, while some stopped and stared at them. Students were well aware of their 
audience and started chanting while jumping: “¡A la calle los mirones! ¡No se hagan los 
hueones!”195 Most people did not react to the call. It seemed it was not the first time they had 
witnessed a scene like this.  
The previous vignette shows two particular moments in which high school students were 
not only participating in the Chilean Student Movement but were also producing it. They did this 
by deploying interactional practices that allowed them to explain their actions to bystanders and 
to invite those same bystanders to join them. In the same way that students use their performative 
work to align themselves with the social movement of which they are part, they also use that 
work to call on the bystanders to align with the group as well. The students do this by giving 
them only two choices: join the protest and change things, or “hacerse los hueones” and leave 
everything as it is. In this way, this recruiting practice also works as a border-tracing practice that 
separates the social movement and its adversaries: an “us” that encompasses all the protesters 
siding with the students’ demands, and a “them” that lumps together passive bystanders, 
unresponsive state actors, and upper-class members of society who profit from neoliberal 
education policies. By creating these two opposing camps, the students make it difficult to 
remain “neutral” and thus, make the job of recruitment somewhat easier. 
                                               
195 To the street the bystanders! Don’t play the fool and just stay watching! 
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Through all these practices, the Chilean Student Movement coalesces around a primary 
domain of interest: its public opposition to the Chilean educational system and the neoliberal 
logics that have defined it since the 1980s. The demonstrators stage a “scene of dissensus” and, 
in doing so they continue producing this community of practice. It is not that the Chilean Student 
Movement, as some pre-existing entity, holds a protest; rather, through their collective 
demonstrations, these students produce the community of practice known as the Chilean Student 
Movement. 
5.4 Learning about state violence and solidarity while protesting 
Student protests provide high schoolers with novel citizenship education opportunities 
that do not exist in the context of their regular school lives. While participating in these protests, 
high school students display their grievances as well as contribute to the continual production of 
the Chilean Student Movement. They do this through performative work directed to different 
audiences. As members of the community of practice known as the Chilean Student Movement, 
these students are also continually teaching each other about what they are doing and how they 
can do it more effectively. While engaging with these citizenship education practices, these 
youths learn about state violence, the forms it can take, and how they can face it through 
solidarity and cooperation. 
While participating in student protests, Chilean high schoolers learn about state violence 
in embodied ways. Violence – and particularly state violence –is a critical component of student 
protests. During massive student street demonstrations, all lanes of traffic on the Alameda 
avenue are halted by the police, even though protesters are only allowed on the south lane. On 
the north lane of the avenue, police officers stand still, ready to intervene if any protestor leaves 
the authorized perimeter. The police presence in this context is an attempt to display the rule of 
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law and the fact that protests are both allowed and limited by the state. However, police officers 
can also become an easy target for protesters’ frustration against the current and past 
governments. As I discussed earlier, several protest chants are directed to police, reminding 
protesters of past state violence and police brutality – mainly, but not limited to the Pinochet 
years –, and accusing police officers of being “cafiches del estado” and even “asesinos.”196 
Moreover, it is not rare for masked demonstrators – known as encapuchados – to attack the 
police directly using paint-bombs, sticks, and stones. It is also common for the police to retaliate 
with the use of water cannons and tear gas. Violent showdowns usually occur on the north side 
of the Alameda avenue but, since fences or a median strip are the only borders between its lanes, 
even pacific demonstrators are exposed to police violence during these street protests. 
All the school actors I met knew that state violence was a risk that everyone experienced 
during a demonstration, and they instructed me constantly about this danger. Before the April 11 
massive street protest, I stopped at the school gate where inspectors were checking the students’ 
Demonstration IDs. When I told them I was attending the demonstration, the inspectors asked me 
to be careful and to avoid being detained by the police. “¿Usted fuma, profe?” Laura, the 
doorkeeper, joked, “Para llevarle cigarros a la comisaría.”197 I had a similar experience during 
the June 1 student protest when, as I was arriving at the demonstration endpoint, I ran into 
Camila, the 2M student who was also part of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student government 
Executive Board. “Donde lo vine a encontrar” she shouted happily, and then her face turned 
serious, and she added: “Váyase pa’ la casa mejor, que aquí va a quedar la embarrá.”198 Like 
                                               
196 Pimps of the state / Murderers. 
197 Do you smoke, teach? / So I can bring you cigarettes to the police station. 
198 Look where I found you. / You should better go home. Here, things are going to get ugly 
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Laura, Camila was warning me about the risks of participating in student demonstrations and 
instructing me about what to do in order to avoid these. 
If students knew they could experience police violence during street demonstrations, it 
was not only because their peers have instructed them about it. It was also because many have 
suffered that violence directly. This was the case for Jordan. One day, Jordan was with a friend 
buying a coffee, when a demonstration passed nearby. Jordan did not know what the 
demonstration was about and decided to leave the coffee shop to find out. According to him, 
once in the street, he ran into a policeman who thought Jordan was a protester and hit him with 
his baton. “Cumplen con su deber igual, pero el problema es que a veces se pasan de las manos, 
o sea como que abusan del poder,”199 he told me during one of our interviews, after I asked 
about his perception of the Chilean police. For Jordan, the violence exercised by policemen only 
produced frustration and an escalation of conflict overall. He reinforced this idea during one of 
the Citizenship classes in which 2M students were discussing Freedom of Speech. When Areta 
asked the students for personal examples of instances when this right had not been respected, 
Jordan pointed to street demonstrations. “Uno va tranquilito, sin ganas de pitearse a los pacos y 
ellos te quitan el carnet y no te lo devuelven, o te tiran las motos encima y uno se pica y se va a 
pitear a los pacos,”200 he started calmly and then, with a sad voice, confessed this had happened 
to him and that he had felt provoked. 
All kinds of student protests frequently became scenarios of police violence. In August, 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students organized a cortacalles jointly with the students of a nearby 
                                               
199 They are doing their job, but the issue is that sometimes they cross some lines, I mean like they abuse the power 
they have. 
200 You are going around, relaxed, you don’t wanna attack the cops, and then they ask you for your national ID, and 
then they don’t wanna give it back to you, or they ran their motorcycles towards you, so then you get angry and cannot 
avoid attacking the cops. 
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all-girls public high school. They were protesting the New Public Education Law and halted 
traffic on an avenue close to both of their schools. Since the city government had not authorized 
the protest, the police arrived and disbanded it, detaining some of the students who were there. 
Federico was one of these students. Later, when I asked him about it, Federico reported that he 
had been caught because he tried to help a friend who was falling behind when they were 
running away from the police. This had not been Federico’s first detention: a year before he had 
been arrested during another non-authorized street demonstration: 
Íbamos caminando, estaba el Esteban, el Chico, estaba el Chico [se ríe] y otros que 
estaban por ahí, que se fueron del liceo. Y yo tenía unas galletas y le dije al Raskolnikov: 
oye, vamos a comernos las galletas más atrás pa’ no darles [se ríe]. Nos fuimos pa’ 
atrás, abrí las galletas, o sea no, ni siquiera las alcancé a abrir, y llegan los pacos y 
dicen: Ya, control de identidad. Les muestro el pase, porque yo no tengo el carnet 
conmigo siempre, lo tengo en la casa porque si no se me pierde. Muestro el pase, el 
Raskolnikov les muestra su carnet, y nos revisaron las mochilas. Ellos las querían 
abrirlas y dije: no, no pueden abrirlas, yo se las voy a mostrar. Y ahí se las mostré. Y ahí 
nos dijeron:  ya, todos los que están con mochilas se van adentro del retén. Porque sí.201 
 
Federico witnessed police violence in both of these detentions. During the first one, he 
reported a policeman grabbed Raskolnikov by the neck, held him in the air, and then physically 
dragged him into the police van. During his second detention, Federico saw police officers 
making offensive jokes and mocking transgender students who were protesting with him. In class 
and with his friends, Federico usually seemed unmoved by anything, but he confessed to me that 
it was hard for him to remember these moments. His friends were prone to make jokes about 
these arrests and how slow Federico was, but there was someone for whom this was no laughing 
                                               
201 Me, Esteban, and Chico, Chico was there [he laughs] and some other who were there, classmates who left the high 
school, we were walking.  And I had some cookies and told Raskolnikov: hey, why don’t we go back there and eat the 
cookies, so I don’t have to share with the others [he laughs]. And we did, and I opened the package, I mean, I was 
going to and then the cops came and said: Ok, identity check. I show them my student ID, because I don’t always 
carry my national ID, I leave it at home so I don’t lose it. And I show them my student ID, and Raskolnikov shows 
them his national ID, and they checked our backpacks. They wanted to open our backpacks, and I said: No, you cannot 
open them, I’m gonna do it for you. So I did. And then they told us: OK, all those who are carrying backpacks, into 
the police van. Just like that 
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matter: Federico’s mom. The day we first met, at a parent-teacher meeting, she wasted no time in 
telling me she felt enrolling Federico in the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla had been “el peor error que 
pude cometer.”202 She explained herself, detailing how she thought Federico was exposed to the 
bad influence of his peers. She finally confided in me that she had not authorized her son to 
attend street demonstrations during the 2017 school year, because of his previous arrest the year 
before. Federico’s mother, like many parents in Chile, knew the dangers students faced during 
protests and preferred to avoid these at any cost, even if that meant limiting her son’s political 
activities. As Federico’s second detention proved, this precaution was not enough to prevent this 
student from witnessing and experiencing, once more, what state violence looked and felt like. 
His case, like that of Jordan, reveals how student protests are events where Chilean high school 
students learn about state violence in embodied ways, an experience that can be consequential 
for how they understand and relate with particular state actors, such as the police.   
What state violence is and what it looks like are not the only learning high school 
students acquire while engaging in protests. Facing what seems to be an insurmountable 
adversary, high schoolers also teach each other about solidarity and cooperation. Engaging in 
peer-based instructional practices, old-timers teach newcomers why they are in the streets 
protesting, which state actors they should be wary of, and most importantly, how they can react 
to the violence these actors exercise over them. 
I learned about these peer-based learning practices because of lemons. Lemons are 
commonly used in Chile by demonstrators during protests to deter the effects of tear gas. Even 
knowing this beforehand, it surprised me how widespread this fruit was when I attended the first 
massive student street demonstration of the year, in April. Several protesters were carrying 
                                               
202 The worst mistake I could have made. 
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lemons in their hands, and a man was even selling these fruits out of a shopping cart in the 
middle of the Alameda avenue. At the end of the protest, the clashes between encapuchados and 
the police escalated, and the latter decided to disband the demonstration. Before I was able to 
react, I felt the effects of the tear gas: my throat getting swollen, an uncontrollable cough, and 
my eyes both burning and blurred with tears. As I tried to get away from the street, a young 
woman wearing a high school uniform approached me and offered me half a lemon. While I 
grabbed the fruit, I realized I had no idea how to use it, so I just stared at her, still coughing. 
“Tiene que comerlo,”203 she told me tenderly, and I obeyed, feeling a sudden relief in my throat. 
When I stopped coughing, she grabbed the fruit back, stuck two fingers inside it, and spread 
lemon juice around my eyes to relieve the burning. Once the blurriness dissipated, I thanked her. 
She smiled back at me, and then swiftly walked away and got lost amid the protesters. 
My experience with this lesson was not an exceptional one. Several other people I talked 
with during my fieldwork reported having learned how to behave while protesting in a similar 
way: by being instructed by other demonstrators about how to avoid state violence and its 
effects. The day after the April 11 massive student street demonstration, I met for coffee with 
Julia, a former student of mine. We were both attending a local university seminar about 
citizenship education (the one mentioned in the opening vignette of Chapter 3) and had not seen 
each other in several years, so we mostly caught one another up about our lives. Soon, the 
conversation drifted toward my research, and I confessed how fascinated I was with the use of 
lemons during demonstrations. Before I could explain to her why, Julia started recounting her 
first protest experience in 2011 when she was still in high school. She was demonstrating with 
her boyfriend, who had a severe asthma attack because of the tear gas. Julia confessed feeling 
                                               
203 You have to eat it. 
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desperate and not knowing what to do, when suddenly a woman approached her with a lemon 
and directed her on how to use it. “Es más como un aprendizaje en cadena yo creo,”204 she 
concluded as I finished my coffee. Aynara, a 2M student, also reported a similar experience. 
After one Citizenship class, she told me her parents only let her go to demonstrations when her 
older sister was with her. It was also her sister who instructed her on what to do if the police ever 
were to appear: just walk in the opposite direction. The first time Ayanara had encountered the 
police during a demonstration, she disobeyed her sister’s instructions, and had an asthma attack 
because of the tear gas while her sister ran away. After that, she never forgot what to do during a 
demonstration when she saw police officers coming at her. Like Julia and myself, she had not 
received formal instruction about how to act during a protest. Nonetheless, she had learned about 
it as part of the process of engaging in this contentious political activity. 
As explained in Chapter 1, according to Lave and Wenger (1991), learning is always a 
situated activity. For these authors, learning occurs while newcomers become full members of 
communities of practice. Being part of a community of practice involves its members engaging 
in different paths of participation and identity, and movement along these paths occurs through 
social interactions. This analytic perspective illuminates how learning happens inside social 
movements too. Through these peer-based educational experiences, students did not only learn 
how to avoid state violence. They also became members of a particular community of practice: 
the Chilean Student Movement. These youths engaged in this community’s domain of interest, 
interacted with other community members, and learned how to make use of the community’s 
repertoire of resources. In the process, these students were being taught – and teaching – about 
group solidarity, how it was to be enacted, and towards what ends. 
                                               
204 I think it’s like a chain-learning process. 
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Students like Federico believed solidarity was widespread among student protesters: 
“Hay mucho compañerismo en todas las marchas. Uno empieza con el grito, así, en la sala, uno 
hace y todos le hacen, lo pifean. Allá todos te siguen. Por ejemplo también, si alguien se cae, lo 
recogen. Si alguien se lo trata de llevar un paco, todos van a pegarle al paco. Como super 
compañeros.”205 Others, like Miguel, slightly disagreed. For Miguel, one of the main problems 
of the Chilean Student Movement was that student organizations’ members seemed to be more 
concerned about ego than solidarity: “Hay una mirada, o hechos, que demuestran eso. Teníamos, 
en una marcha el 2011, donde [los policías] se llevaban a un cabro X y mirabai atrás, no sé, 
veinte, treinta compañeros iban a rescatarlo. Pero ahora, se llevan un compañero, tú decis: No, 
si es de otra organización, a mí no me interesa. Y se lo llevan.”206 Federico and Miguel’s 
assessments differed regarding the current situation of the Chilean Student Movement – and 
whether or not it was one community of practice or a collection of many of these. However, for 
both of them, student protests were still supposed to be settings where youths could learn about 
solidarity while enacting it through cooperation with others. 
5.5 Conclusions 
Student protests significantly impact Chilean public high schools and their actors. Their 
impact is twofold: on the one hand, student protests disrupt the regular activities of schools, 
including, of course, any formal citizenship education practice prescribed by the national or even 
the school curriculum. On the other, student protests produce new citizenship education practices 
with which high schoolers can and do engage. Further, while engaging in this protests, high 
                                               
205 In demonstrations, there is a lot of companionship. If you were to start chanting in the classroom, everyone would 
just hiss at you. At a demonstration, everyone follows you. For example, also, if anyone falls, they pick them up. If a 
cop tries to take anyone, everyone goes and beat that cop. Like super companions. 
206 There is a perspective, or facts, that prove that. If we were at a demonstration in 2011 and they [the police] were 
taking a dude away, you would turn around and you’d see twenty or thirty companions coming to his rescue. Now, 
when they take a companion away you just say: Nah, if he is from another organization, I don’t care. And then they 
take him away. 
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school students become part of another community of practice: that of the Chilean Student 
Movement. As members of this social movement, they enact their citizenship, staging “scenes of 
dissensus” through which they demand their grievances – and themselves – be seen and heard by 
different audiences, including but not limited to state actors. In this process, high school students 
also engage in peer-based educational practices: the more experienced demonstrators instruct the 
newcomers on how to act and the role they occupy in their interactions with other citizens and 
the state. Learning about how to respond to the systemic and physical violence they experience, 
Chilean high schoolers carve out new positions for themselves as engaged citizens. They also 
challenge previous definitions of what is considered a rightful social demand and a legitimate use 
of state violence, while their acts display evidence that counters discourses of youth apathy. 
As mentioned in this chapter, while participating in student protests in Chile, high school 
students are not only demanding changes at a national level. They are also doing so at the level 
of their schools. Achieving these changes is not an easy task, and requires a series of social 
practices that students have to learn, and with which they have to engage strategically. 
Sometimes they triumph, and sometimes they do not, but in their collective efforts, they are 
participating in the historical production of their own comunidades escolares. This process of 





Chapter 6: Fighting against oblivion: student mobilization and the 
historical production of a comunidad escolar 
It was a rainy day in August, and the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student government 
Executive Board had called an impromptu CODECU meeting. Tamara, the Executive Board 
President, had been scolded that morning by the Vice Principal because of a spontaneous internal 
student protest that had happened the day before, but she had not been at the school at that time, 
so she wanted to know more about it. Hugo, a member of the TRICEL and one of the most 
engaged student activists at the school, explained that he and other students had occupied a 
hallway after the school administrators refused to permit the students without Demonstration IDs 
to attend a street demonstration. He also said that the Vice Principal had called his mother and 
that he was being held responsible for what a large group of people did. In that moment, Alexis, 
one of the student government advisors, intervened. According to her, the students had known in 
advance about the demonstration and did not call for a student vote to decide to strike and attend 
the protest until it was too late. Tamara agreed with her, but she also argued that punishing a 
student for a political action was unacceptable. “Son cosas que no deberían pasar,” Hugo 
backed her up, “perseguir la actividad política hasta de un colegio público es como la misma 
hueá que la Dictadura.”207  Soon, some of the CODECU delegates started blaming the Executive 
Board for all that had happened. According to them, the Executive Board’s failure to keep the 
campaign promise of holding a monthly assembly for all Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students was 
the reason why no one knew about the street demonstration in the first place. Xavier, an 11th 
grade cohort-group delegate, pointed out that if the Executive Board was not calling for a 
                                               
207 These are things that should not happen / Persecuting even the political activity in a public school, is like the 
same shit than during the Dictatorship. 
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monthly assembly, it was the CODECU’s responsibility to do it. Persistent, Hugo claimed that 
calling an assembly was what he was doing the day before and why he was reprimanded. He also 
said that the Chief of Inspectors told him he was not a member of the student government 
Executive Board and therefore, was not authorized to call an assembly. Angrily, Hugo claimed 
that he was going to be expelled because of the internal protest and that the Executive Board and 
the CODECU should do something about it. As students, he continued, “no podemos seguir 
aguantando que nos echen por movilizarnos.”208 Tamara countered that she was trying to do 
something right then, but that Hugo should also acknowledge his disciplinary issues in the 
classroom and that school administrators had more than enough cause to expel him, even before 
the internal protest happened. Several students jumped in and supported Hugo’s position. Others 
backed Tamara. Finally, a female student who had been silent until then raised her hand and 
reported she had talked with the Chief of Inspectors regarding previously expelled students. 
According to her, the Chief of Inspectors had claimed that she wanted to “sacar a la escoria del 
colegio” and that student activists were “puro hueveando.”209 With resolve, Tamara said they 
had to do something about the Chief of Inspectors, and then, following a student’s suggestion, 
proposed to hold another special CODECU meeting and invite the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
Principal and Vice Principal to discuss this unacceptable situation. Hugo and all the CODECU 
delegates agreed, Tamara adjourned the meeting, and the students headed back to their regular 
classes, trying to avoid the rain on their way. 
The CODECU meeting just described reflected some of the features analyzed in the 
previous chapter. Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students wanted to attend a street demonstration 
against an educational public policy and decided to protest in order to do it. However, they were 
                                               
208 Should not put up any longer with being expelled just for mobilizing. 
209 Take the trash out of the school / Just screwing around with everybody. 
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not discussing this public policy or even how to protest it during this CODECU meeting. Instead, 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student representatives were examining their protest actions and the 
effects these had for themselves as members of that specific school. They were also assessing 
how legitimate their actions had been: it was different to fight collectively for a student who was 
being politically persecuted than for one who was being expelled because of ill-behavior in the 
classroom. Some of these student representatives, like Hugo, were making use of history to 
achieve this social work, making comparisons between his situation and the past of the country, 
especially the repression experienced by others during the Pinochet years. These students were 
not arguing about how they could impact the implementation of the national educational reform 
or how they would face police violence in the streets. What these high schoolers were doing was 
finding both effective and legitimate ways to change their school through political mobilization. 
In this chapter, I argue that student mobilization not only allows high schoolers to 
encounter new citizenship education practices but is also a means through which they modify the 
institutional conditions in which they learn to be citizens. I also argue that, in order to achieve 
this goal, they have to engage in a series of political practices and learn novel ways of enacting 
their citizenship. In order to prove this, I first examine how these youths participated in 
contentious politics not only as members of the Chilean Student Movement but as students of the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, trying to change the material conditions and organizational means of 
their school. I then continue exploring the different processes by which these students aimed to 
increase the effectiveness and legitimize these actions in front of their peers, parents, and other 
actors, by presenting their protests as democratic actions. Finally, I move on to the different ways 
in which Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students who were engaging in student protests made use of 
history in order to make their actions more effective and legitimate, and as a way of fighting 
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against a threat they felt lurking over them, their school, and public education itself: oblivion. In 
doing this, these students were participating in the historical production of their school, not only 
as an institution but, more importantly, as a comunidad escolar. 
6.1 Modifying the conditions of a school through contentious politics 
Through students protests, high schoolers have become not only relevant political actors 
in the Chilean political scene but also gained new roles within their own schools. By engaging in 
contentious politics, students are able to demand changes to the institutional conditions affecting 
the state-sponsored educational practices they encounter at school. As explained in Chapter 3, 
these material and organizational realities are essential to understand these students’ citizenship 
education. While aiming to modify these conditions, these youths are also learning and 
practicing new ways of enacting their citizenship. 
In order to achieve these goals, students have to engage in serious and complicated 
collective work. I was able to witness some of this work for the first time on the last Monday of 
May. I was at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla library preparing for another day of observations, 
when I noticed a group of students entering the building and convening in one of its rooms. As 
soon as I realized they were going to hold a special CODECU meeting, Tamara, the student 
government Executive Board President, invited me in with a quick gesture of her hand. She had 
called the CODECU to discuss what to do about the upcoming June 1 massive student street 
demonstration organized by CONFECH. Sandra, an outspoken 9th grade cohort-group delegate, 
proposed they should attend the street demonstration as members of the movement. Sandra also 
suggested they should call for a reflexive strike in order to discuss their particular demands as 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students. Her peers agreed and the group decided to hold a vote on this 
reflexive strike that same afternoon so that, if approved, they would have the chance to execute it 
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in the next day or two. One of the student government advisors, Alexis, asked the cohort-group 
delegates about the reflexive strike’s agenda, and Hugo – who was there as a TRICEL member – 
suggested students should start the day discussing the school’s issues with their cohort-group 
peers and then move on to larger groups. Tamara agreed and added they could do this during the 
first two slots of the morning, but Hugo seemed unsure. According to him, most students were 
used to arriving to school late, so starting discussions too early could decrease participation. 
Instead, Hugo proposed, cohort-groups discussions should last at least until the third slot of the 
day, to be sure they would include the opinions of latecomers, too. This time, it was Tamara who 
disagreed, arguing that she believed no one was going to work on this for three hours. “Tú sabes 
como somos,”210 she concluded, just before Fabián, another member of the Executive Board, 
interrupted the conversation. According to him, before talking about how students should 
conduct the strike’s discussions, they had to decide what the students were going to discuss. The 
members of the CODECU agreed with him and they moved on to try to determine the main 
discussion topics of the reflexive strike.   
As this glimpse into the CODECU meeting shows, a reflexive strike does not just happen 
at the spur of the moment. Like most forms of student protest, it is a collective and complicated 
endeavor that requires the coordination of several individuals and a series of organizational and 
decision-making practices. The students’ participation in these decision-making routines is itself 
a form of citizenship education. They are practicing relating to one another as democratic 
citizens who not only care about collective endeavors, but who work together to find the most 
effective ways to achieve these.  
                                               
210 You know how we are. 
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Processes like these can also become the target of discourses of youth apathy, even when 
the actions of the students are exemplifying their civic engagement. Both Hugo and Tamara 
voiced these discourses: Hugo, by assuming that most students would be late for school, Tamara, 
by denying the possibility of Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students engaging in a discussion for more 
than two hours. These discourses of youth apathy had concrete material and symbolic 
consequences for all the students at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. Voiced by Tamara and Hugo, 
these discourses and its logics impacted how the reflexive strike was designed and executed, just 
as they affected teachers’ pedagogical strategies, as discussed in Chapter 3. 
Although protest actions could be used by these high schoolers to challenge, reinforce, 
and appropriate discourses of youth apathy, this is not their primary aim. Engaging in 
contentious politics was a way for Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students to question and change the 
existing conditions of their school and the existing relationships between its different actors. This 
was evident after the CODECU meeting previously discussed, when the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla students voted and approved the reflexive strike. During this strike, students divided 
into two large groups. Each group held a two-hour assembly and attended a two-hour lecture 
about the main demands of the Chilean Student Movement, all of which were led by the student 
government Executive Board, CODECU and TRICEL members. In doing this, the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla student representatives were displaying their memberships in two different 
communities of practice – that of their student government and that of the Chilean Student 
Movement – making explicit the connections between the two and opening up the possibility of 
bringing practices from one community into another. 
During the reflexive strike, I attended the assembly for 7th, 10th, and 12th graders, which 
was held at the school’s cafeteria. As I sat in one of the tables in the back with a group of 2M 
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students, I observed that many teachers were sitting in the same cafeteria as observers and 
allowed by the students. Sandra, Miguel, and Tamara were hastily trying to fix the mics they had 
set up in an improvised stage in the front. A couple of minutes later, Sandra welcomed the 
attendants, explained why they were there, and declared that the CODECU wanted to propose a 
petitorio: a list of demands for the school authorities. Students discussed the demands for around 
an hour or so. It was a long a list, but not a crazy one: they wanted the Principal and the Mayor to 
eradicate discriminatory school practices against transgender, indigenous, migrants and LD 
students; fix the school buildings; provide materials for the workshops students had to attend on 
Thursdays and Fridays; establish mandatory sex and drug consumption talks during school time; 
adequately equip the school’s infirmary; and consider students’ input when a new Principal for 
the school had to be elected. Finally, Tamara asked the attendants if they wanted to propose any 
other demands. A student said the school should fix the lack of water in the bathrooms, and 
another claimed inspectors should keep the bathrooms open during class time and not lock them. 
Voicing a discourse of youth apathy, a third student replied that, if inspectors were to do that, 
everyone would end up using the bathrooms to smoke. Sitting right next to me, Camila agreed on 
this last point. From the improvised stage, Tamara explained how the water issue was included in 
the point about fixing the school buildings and, since no one had more comments, initiated the 
second part of the assembly, which was designated to talk about non-sexist education. In a matter 
of minutes, students started complaining about gender discrimination within the school, and one 
even reported feeling harassed by a teacher because of her sexual orientation. “Obvio que es 
discriminación,” she claimed after telling the assembly how she was scolded for kissing another 
girl in the school backyard during a break, “porque a parejas heterosexuales no les harían 
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nada.”211 From the front of the cafeteria, Sandra agreed with her, claiming the issue was similar 
to the one previously discussed about the locked bathrooms. For her, this was an issue of trust, 
and the solution was for the teachers and inspectors to abandon “esa mentalidad rara sobre 
nosotros.”212 Since there were teachers in the room, the reflexive strike was not only an 
opportunity for students to collectively reflect on their issues, but to interact with the adults in 
charge of the school, presenting their grievances and calling for changes to school practices that 
they considered defective or discriminatory.   
As mentioned in Chapter 5, a strike is a particular form of protest, and its main objective 
is not to address other actors or present students’ grievances – even if, as already noticed, this 
form of protest can effectively do so. Because of this, some of the practices used by students to 
modify their schools’ conditions can only be further explored by analyzing intensive forms of 
protest, such as school occupations. Two weeks after the reflexive strike, on June 12th, the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla student government Executive Board and the CODECU decided they needed 
to protest so the demands they had discussed during the reflexive strike were heard. For doing 
this, they first called a student vote. The ballot for this vote asked if students preferred to protest 
by striking or by occupying their school. 67% of the students who submitted ballots voted for the 
occupation, while only 33% went with the strike option, so the occupation officially started the 
following day.  
Just as they did in the reflexive strike, the students participating in the occupation moved 
seamlessly between their memberships in different communities of practice, including that of 
their student government and that of the Chilean Student Movement. As I stated in the previous 
chapter, occupations allow high school students to address state actors at different levels. Liceo 
                                               
211 Of course it is discrimination / They would not scold heterosexual couples if they do it. 
212 That weird mentality about us. 
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Muñoz Hermosilla students participating in the occupation did it, too. This was made clear when 
Sandra, Miguel, and a group of 10th and 11th graders wrote on a whiteboard part of the students’ 
petitorio and put it on the school’s entrance so that any passerby could see it. The list – presented 
in Table 6 – was presented in two columns: one for the students’ “demandas internas” and the 
other for their “demandas externas.”213 With this, these students were clarifying which state 
actor they were addressing with each of their requests, as well as displaying their different – but 
complementary – memberships in these two communities of practice. 
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infirmary 
 End of the State Credit for 
College End of discriminatory 




 New national education 
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salaries 
 
Provision of materials for 
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communities Democratization of school spaces 
 
 
                                               
213 Internal demands / External demands. 
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The occupation of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla lasted for a week, requiring a series of 
coordinated practices simply for it to be maintained. For the occupation to succeed, students 
needed to collectively organize and make a series of decisions: who was going to clean the 
school and take out the trash; who was going to watch the school gates and let everyone know if 
the police was nearby; who was going to raise the money they needed for food and who was 
going to cook this food; who was going to contact artists and other activists for cultural and 
educational activities. Moreover, since during the occupation students were in control of the 
school, they also needed to decide on the rules they would all be expected to follow. This was 
one of the first tasks Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student representatives faced. On the day the 
occupation began, and even before their teachers had left the building, the student government 
Executive Board held an assembly in the school backyard. After organizing four committees – 
one in charge of cleaning, security, cooking, and activities, respectively –, Tamara started 
proposing a series of “laws” for the occupation: alcohol inside the school was forbidden, as well 
as drugs such as pills and pasta base.xxxi “No quiero ver a ningún empastillado, jalado o curado 
en el liceo,” she warned her peers, “El primer hueón [que lo haga] se va vetado.”214 Any damage 
to the school, Tamara continued, would have the same punishment, although smoking would be 
allowed as long students were not littering the place. An 11th grader asked if they were going to 
admit students who were not enrolled in the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. Tamara said they would, 
but suggested they should register at the gate and leave their ID there. If, after that, they were 
just wandering around or causing any damage to the school, she added, those external students 
would be expelled from the occupation. This last part also applied for Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students, Tamara clarified: “Al primero que se le pille rompiendo, rayando o haciendo un daño 
                                               
214 I don’t wanna see anyone on drugs or drunk. / The first sucker [who does it] we are sanctioning you, 
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al liceo se va vetado y vetado significa que no entra al liceo a la toma nunca más.”215 In order 
for students to be able to even try to modify the existing conditions of their school, they first had 
to engage in all of these practices. As they did, they were both teaching one another and learning 
from one another about the processes of organizing collectively.       
Finding a way to make decisions together was part of these citizenship education 
practices, too. As had happened during other collective decision-making moments at the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla, all these laws were approved only because no one vocally opposed them. The 
only exception was when Tamara stated that students guarding the entrance would search inside 
all backpacks. Some of her peers hissed in disagreement, but she insisted. “¡No es chacota la 
hueá!”216 she said, firmly, bringing the hisses to a halt. It was only once no one opposed the 
measure that the “law” was finally approved. In Chapter 4, I analyzed in detail how this process 
of “deciding by silence” worked and how widespread it was in the different student government 
institutions at this school. What the process of deciding the “laws” of the occupation shows, in 
this case, is that in a context of contentious politics and protests, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students were able to draw on political practices they commonly used in their “regular” school 
life, and deploy these to face the new scenarios their political mobilization had created.  
6.2 Strategies for legitimizing students’ protest actions 
Chilean high school students engage in concrete and collective political practices, aiming 
to change the conditions and relationships existing in their schools. They also do a large amount 
of social work to present these actions as legitimate in the eyes of different actors within and 
outside their schools. By presenting their protests as democratic ones, and convincing different 
                                               
215 Anyone caught breaking, scratching, or damaging something at the school, is going to be sanctioned with a veto. 
And that means that the vetoed person will not enter the school occupation anymore.  
216 This shit is not a joke! 
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audiences that this is the case, high schoolers in Chile increase the effectiveness of their political 
actions and participate in the constant drawing and redrawing of the boundaries between civil 
society and the state.  
One of the main strategies used by Chilean students to present their actions as legitimate 
is to show that these respond not to individual decisions but collective ones. During the first 
assembly of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla occupation (described above), for example, the 
students decided they would continue occupying the school only as long as the number of the 
occupation’s attendants did not drop below eighty during the day or fifteen during the night. 
Moreover, they also established that they would hold a weekly student vote in order to ratify 
whether or not the occupation would continue. In this way, they attempted to reply to the 
criticism of some parents, teachers, and even their peers who claimed that the student vote that 
had decided the occupation was a fraudulent one and who suggested that most students had voted 
in favor of the protest just to skip school freely. In this way, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students 
were recognizing there were particular conditions required for their actions to be considered 
democratic ones, and one of them was being able to prove the occupation was a collective 
decision. In order to achieve their goals of securing particular changes to the school, it was 
critical for them to prove that their protest was a democratic endeavor. 
Further, legitimizing their actions and claims also required students to face concrete 
adversaries and even public policies which aimed to criminalize student protests. This happened 
frequently during the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla occupation. School occupations are possibly the 
most contested form of student protest in contemporary Chile because of how they prevent 
classes from continuing for several weeks and even months. In 2014, a group of worried parents 
even brought the issue to the Supreme Court. These parents accused the then Mayor of the 
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Santiago Municipality, Carolina Tohá, of neglecting her legal responsibilities by allowing 
students to vote regarding school occupations. The parents also demanded the court to deem 
these votes illegal. The Supreme Court ruled that forbidding any student to vote would be an act 
“de evidente carácter censurador, carente por lo tanto de todo valor legal y efecto 
vinculante,”217 but also that school occupations were not a legitimate way for students to protest. 
The Court also declared that the Mayor had “la obligación de garantizar la continuidad del 
servicio educacional durante el año escolar” and that she must “ejecutar medidas idóneas, 
eficientes y oportunas”218 to enforce this, although the nature and content of those measures were 
left open to interpretation (Libertad y Desarrollo 2014, 7). In October 2016, Tohá ran for 
reelection and lost against Felipe Alessandri, a right-wing councilman of the Santiago 
Municipality and one of her foremost critics. The new Mayor’s educational program included a 
zero-tolerance stance against school occupations and a promise to mandate the police to evict 
students occupying any public school. He also implemented a new policy called “Rompe 
Paga,”219 by which any damage caused to a public school during an occupation would be 
charged to those deemed responsible for it. Although this policy seemed reasonable on paper, it 
had significant fine print attached to it: if a school was damaged during an occupation and the 
police were not able to identify those responsible for it, the cost of repairs would be charged to 
the members of the school’s student government Executive Board and, if they were minors, to 
their parents. 
Facing criminalization as a threat against the legitimate and democratic character of their 
actions, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students responded creatively. The occupation “laws” were one 
                                               
217 Of evident censorship, and therefore lacking of all legal value and binding effect 
218 The obligation of guarantying the continuity of the educational service during the school year / To execute 
suitable, efficient and timely measures. 
219 Who breaks it, pays it. 
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way of doing this. Another way was their decision to confiscate markers, knives, and any other 
sharp objects at the school gate in order to prevent any damage to the school and the 
implementation of this measure during the second day of occupation. Tamara, who, as the 
Executive Board President, was directly targeted by the Mayor’s new policy, showed special 
proactivity when designing strategies to fight criminalization. During the first day of occupation, 
she and the other members of the Executive Board went around the whole school, taking pictures 
of the current state of its buildings. Tamara knew the school already had several tagged walls, 
broken doors and windows, and many other infrastructural issues – which in fact was one of the 
reasons she and her schoolmates were protesting. Tamara also knew that, since there was no 
formal record of all these issues, once the occupation was over, she would have no way of 
proving that those damages had not been caused during the protest. By creating a photographic 
registry of the school, she and the other members of the Executive Board were not only 
protecting themselves but also anticipating and rendering ineffective a mechanism that the 
Mayor could have later used to criminalize both them and the social movement of which they 
were part. In this way, these students were collectively protecting the democratic legitimacy of 
their actions and, in doing so, also strengthening their efficacy. 
Legitimizing their protest actions was not only necessary for student representatives in 
order to deal with the criminalization strategies of political adversaries like the Mayor. It was 
also crucial for keeping the support of their peers. During the focus group I conducted with 
migrant students in July, the already finished Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla occupation was a popular 
theme of conversation. Most migrant students in the room had not participated in the occupation, 
mostly for fear of being arrested, causing legal problems to their parents, or even being deported. 
Nonetheless, they had strong opinions about this protest. Rossana, a 2G Venezuelan student, 
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shared that she was confused about why her classmates were protesting because “aquí faltaban 
cosas ¿no? (…) y vienen y destruyen lo que tienen. Lo poco que tienen lo vienen y lo, lo rompen. 
Eso a mí no me parece.”220 Luz, a student from Colombia and who was part of the student 
government Executive Board during the previous school year, supported Rossana. She argued 
that “si están exigiendo cosas, que cuiden lo poco que tienen, para que los de arriba vean que sí 
están cuidando lo que tienen y no que solo dañan por dañar y entonces no les van a dar nada 
nunca.”221 Billy, also a Colombian student and the current Executive Board spokesperson, 
expressed a similar view. He said he understood his peers were protesting against the educational 
policies that were harming them. However, he also noted that he did not believed that “quemar lo 
poco que tiene el colegio”222 was the way of doing it, because then, all of them would have to 
pay for it. “Están rompiendo las pocas cosas que hay en este colegio,”223 he concluded, and Luz 
insisted again that all of the students present in the room had been affected by this protest, 
regardless if they agreed with it or not. “Son cosas que necesitan los estudiantes,” she ended, 
“Nosotros somos estudiantes.”224 These migrant students also perceived the precarious situation 
in which the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla was, but unlike the students protesting, they believed the 
chosen remedy was worse than the illness. Destruction of school property, for them, made the 
occupation an illegitimate political action and led them to align against those who had been part 
of this protest. 
                                               
220  Here we lack some things, right? (…) and they come and destroy what they have. The few things they have, they 
come and, and break those things. I disagree with that. 
221 If they are demanding stuff, they have to care for the few things they have, so those above see that they are caring 
and that they are not only harming just for the sake of doing it, because then they are not going to give them 
anything. 
222 Burning the few things the school has. 
223 They are breaking the few things this school has. 
224 These are things students need. / We are students. 
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The events during the final days of the occupation offered a clear example of how the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students worked to protect the legitimacy of their political actions, and 
how this work required these youths to assess when their protests were crossing the democratic 
limits they had established. At the end of the occupation’s first week – and after the students had 
already been violently evicted by the police once, only to regain control of the school the 
following morning – a student vote was scheduled in order to determine if they would continue 
to protest. The night before the vote, some sports equipment was stolen from the school’s gym, 
and the Executive Board members were not able to identify the culprits. The morning of the vote 
was a drizzly one, the voting process started late because of lack of organization, and by mid-
morning it seemed that the required quorum to make the vote a valid one was not going to be 
met, although there were still a few hours to go. The Executive Board and some of the TRICEL 
members convened and assessed the situation. Finally, they called a school administrator and 
turned in a signed document by which they officially ended the occupation. An officer from the 
Santiago Municipality came by the school a couple of hours later and, after taking a picture of 
said document, sighed in relief: “¡Que bueno! Una menos.”225 As we walked around the now-
empty school, Andrés, one of the Executive Board members, reflected on the theft: “Me dio 
pena.”226 “No funcionó la toma” concluded Miguel later, while he cleaned up a little the storage 
room in which he and some of his peers had slept during the last week.  “Al final, los que venían 
eran muy pocos,”227 added one of his classmates, right before leaving the school. 
The Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student representatives and activists recognized their failure 
to maintain a legitimate occupation and to make it work for their democratic goals. In light of 
                                               
225 Good! One occupied school less. 
226 It is sad. 
227 At the end, just a few people were coming. 
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what had happened the previous night with the theft, finishing the occupation could be seen as a 
strategic decision from these students, aimed to reduce the risk of harming their position as 
legitimate political interlocutors. The reduced number of students participating in the occupation 
was an issue, too. Without people, there was no way all the menial tasks the occupation required 
to be maintained could be completed. More importantly, without enough participants, there was 
no way students could present the occupation as a collective and democratic endeavor. As it is 
examined in the next section, the collective dimension of these protests was particularly 
important for the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students, who knew they were engaging in political 
activism not as individuals but as members of a comunidad escolar that existed in the present but 
had a historical dimension as well.  
6.3 “Nos están condenando al olvido.” Making use of history and producing a comunidad 
escolar through student protests 
For Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students – like most high schoolers in Chile – engaging in 
contentious politics was a means to transformative educational justice. In order to do this, they 
had to enact their citizenship through a series of political practices while at the same time 
proving these practices were legitimate and democratic ones. Further, high schoolers did this as 
members of particular communities of practice – like the Chilean Student Movement – and as 
students of their schools. Neither these communities of practices nor their schools had emerged 
out of thin air: they had histories, made and remade by the actions of countless men and women 
before. While engaging in student protests, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students made use of this 
history as a resource that strengthened both their citizenship actions’ effectiveness and 




One of the ways in which high schoolers made use of these histories was by displaying 
the connections between the history of the Chilean Student Movement and that of the country. 
During the reflexive strike analyzed earlier in this chapter, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student 
representatives were able to do this with ease. As I already noted, the strike agenda included a 
two-hour lecture about the main demands of the Chilean Student Movement. At the school 
cafeteria, Tamara and Hugo led this lecture. Tamara started by talking about the State Credit for 
College,xxxii and she explained why the Chilean Student Movement’s platform was that this 
policy only served to enrich private banks and throw students into debt. Once she finished, Hugo 
followed her with an explanation of the New Public Education Law. Emphatically, he 
highlighted how the Pinochet dictatorship had established the municipal administration of 
schools and how this law was supposed to end it, but would actually leave the underpinnings of 
the market-oriented educational system untouched. “¿Qué creen que ha cambiado desde la 
Revolución Pingüina?” he angrily asked his peers. After a couple of shy answers, he continued: 
“Con la Revolución Pingüina se cambió la ley, pero al final fue una metida de pico en el ojo (…) 
se unió la Concertación, se unieron los fachos, para cagarnos con la educación, darnos una 
educación aún peor. Si algo ha cambiado ha cambiado para peor porque algunos dirigentes se 
vendieron.”228 This was a likely reference to a group of 2011 college student representatives who 
were now Congress members. After listening to some of his peers’ opinions, Hugo concluded 
that the problem was that  “la educación pública no posee un proyecto educativo (…) no se 
plantea la pregunta de qué tipo de persona se quiere crear para esta sociedad y que sociedad se 
                                               
228 What do you think changed with the Penguin Revolution? / The Penguin Revolution changed the law, but in the 
end, they fucked us (…) the Center-Left and the Right made an alliance, and they screwed us and gave us an even 
worst education. If anything changed, it was for the worst because some leaders sold out. 
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quiere crear.”229 He added that this conversation had been closed since the dictatorship years. As 
he finished criticizing the New Public Education Law, he emphasized that what they needed was 
not a new bureaucratic system to organize schools but for school communities to be able to 
decide about “su propia educación.”230 
Hugo’s words were important not only because of their content, but also because of 
where he was located when he expressed them. By offering these comments during the reflexive 
strike, Hugo was not only instructing his peers about the existing connections between the recent 
Chilean history and that of the Chilean Student Movement. He was also making use of this 
history in order to convince his peers of the need to actively protest the New Public Education 
Law, namely so they would not end up like the pingüinos of the past. History, in this way, was 
being deployed by Hugo as a cautionary tale. He was using it as a warning that could lead his 
peers towards the political actions he wanted to promote. 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student activists did not necessarily need to look into the 
Chilean Student Movement’s past to find ways of making use of history as a political resource. 
The history of their own school was also a rich fountain from which to drink. What happened at 
the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla on September 11 clearly illustrated this. As I discussed in Chapter 
3, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla teachers were worried about adequately commemorating this 
important historical date. Students were concerned, too. Early that day, a large group of Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla students – coming from the student government Executive Board, CODECU, 
TRICEL, and also from the Human Rights and the Social Critical Thinking workshops, which 
were taught by Leonor and Juanelo respectively –, organized a memorial event at the school. On 
                                               
229 Public education has no educational project (…) It’s not even asking what kind of person it wants to create for 
this society, and what kind of society it wants to create. 
230 Their own education. 
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the walls of the school buildings surrounding the backyard, students pasted posters about topics 
such as Naomi Klein’s Shock Doctrine and the human rights violations suffered by Chileans 
during the military dictatorship. They also posted illustrations they made themselves, most of 
which linked together the Pinochet regime, the endurance of neoliberal policies, and current-day 
politicians, all of these under the slogan: “La Dictadura es hoy.”231 At the center of the backyard, 
and over a bench filled with lit candles – as if it were some sort of altar –, the students hung 
various images and lists of names and biographical sketches in memorial to minors who had 
been murdered by dictatorship agents. One of these minors, a seventeen-year-old young man 
executed less than two months after the military coup of 1973, was a Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
student at the moment of his detention. His picture sat at the center of this display, connecting 
the tragic history of the country and that of the school.  
These connections were made even more explicit at around noon, when Hugo grabbed 
the microphone in the middle of the backyard and invited all the teachers and students to get 
closer so they could begin the September 11 memorial event. Everyone crowded around the yard, 
and several students asked their peers to be quiet and respectful. Hugo began the event by 
offering a speech. In it, he called September 11 of 1973 “el día más negro”232 of Chilean 
People’s history, and blamed those “que no querían ver sus privilegios destruídos, quienes hasta 
hoy nos explotan y nos someten a una vida injusta, en un sistema que está ideado para causar 
miseria.”233 As he spoke these words, the usually noisy high school backyard was overwhelmed 
by silence. Hugo continued as his peers and teachers listened to him attentively: 
Y ahora, 44 años después del golpe, es imposible afirmar que vivimos en democracia. 
¿Cómo vamos a vivir en democracia si aún se nos persigue, se nos tortura y se nos mata 
                                               
231 The Dictatorship is today. 
232 The darkest day. 
233 Who did not want to see their privileges destroyed and who until today exploit us and subject us to an unjust life, 
in a system that is designed to cause misery. 
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por luchar por lo que creemos justo? ¿Si aún preservamos una constitución, una 
educación, una salud, un sistema previsional e infinitas cosas más que la dictadura nos 
impuso a punta de balas? ¿Si aún hay pactos de silencio entre militares que impiden que 
se logre la justicia que largamente hemos esperado? ¿Cómo vamos a vivir en 
democracia, si Chile sigue siendo un calco de la dictadura?234 
 
Hugo concluded his speech by inviting his schoolmates to achieve “lo que hasta ahora 
ninguna generación anterior ha podido lograr, que es borrar toda la herencia que nos dejó una 
dictadura cruel y sangrienta.”235 After him, a group of ten students presented a performance in 
which they played the part of political prisoners executed by the military during the Pinochet 
dictatorship. As the performance concluded and some students started to clap, Sara, one of the 
school’s Religion teachers, quickly grabbed the microphone. The teacher told students that what 
they had witnessed was not something to be applauded. She also invited them to closely observe 
the different elements displayed in the backyard, and especially to learn about the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla student who was murdered by the Pinochet dictatorship. As students spread 
throughout the yard, I ran into Hugo and congratulated him on the success of the activity. “Lo 
organizamos ayer, pero salió bonito”236 he said with a satisfied smile. I replied that I believed 
what they were doing was important and he agreed and then concluded: “Nos están condenando 
al olvido.”237 
During the September 11 memorial event, Hugo and other Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
student activists were also making use of history for their own political objectives, but this time 
in a different way than during the reflexive strike. There was no cautionary tale in this event, no 
                                               
234 And now, forty-four years after the coup, it is impossible to say that we live in a democracy. How is this going to 
be a democracy if we are still persecuted, we are still being tortured, we are still being killed for fighting for what 
we believe is just? If we still have a constitution, an educational system, a health system, a pension system, and 
infinite other things that the dictatorship imposed on us with its bullets? If there are still silence pacts between the 
military that make it impossible to achieve the justice we have so long waited for? How is this going to be a 
democracy if Chile is today traced on the model of the dictatorship?” 
235 What no generation until now has achieved: to erase the legacy of a bloody and cruel dictatorship. 
236 We just organized it yesterday, but it came out really pretty. 
237 We are being condemned to oblivion. 
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story to guide their peers away from the pitfalls of the past. What Hugo and his classmates were 
doing here was making use of history in order to fight what they saw as an attempt of forgetting 
a bloody time in the past of the country and, more importantly, an attempt of erasing how its 
enduring consequences lingered in the present. For these students, this was a fight against 
oblivion, because historical erasure could lead to demobilization and demobilization could lead 
to defeat. By locating in the center of the event the figure of a Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla student 
who had died fighting against the Pinochet dictatorship, these student activists were not only 
remembering him. They were also reminding their peers that, in the past, students like 
themselves had been part of the same fight in which they were now engaging. 
As students of a public high school, oblivion was an even greater danger for these high 
schoolers than it was for others. Market-driven educational policies not only threatened them 
individually, but collectively, as a school. They even threatened public education altogether. As I 
stated in the Introduction, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla is one of the oldest public high schools in 
the country. I knew this school was founded more than a hundred years ago before I began my 
fieldwork, but even if I had not, some students and most teachers repeatedly told me about it as 
soon as they heard I was interested in the uses of history. This bit of information was also 
repeated again and again by administrators, teachers, and student representatives – whether in 
school ceremonies, events, or meetings – and always as something of which school members 
should be proud. Behind these assertions, there was always the shadow of the stark contrast 
between the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla’s glorious past and its precarious present.  
As I discussed in chapter 2, researchers have repeatedly denounced how neoliberal 
educational policies are to blame for the dislocation and precarious situation of Chilean public 
education. Both scholarly evidence and the lived experiences of those who had gone through 
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public high schools have produced a narrative that denounces how public education has been 
“forgotten” by the Chilean state since the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s. Today, public schools’ 
actors still perceive this obliteration in their everyday experiences, in both material ways – i.e., 
lack of funding or inadequate infrastructure – and affective ones – a feeling that no one outside 
of these public high schools cares for educational institutions like theirs.  
For Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla members, these material and affective dimensions clearly 
coalesced in one place: the old school entrance or, as they called it, the Frontis. I encountered the 
Frontis on my first day of fieldwork. That morning, I stepped down at the subway station and 
headed northbound as I would do countless other times during the year. As I walked north, the 
Peruvian restaurants, clothing shops, and other small businesses that decorated the nearby 
Alameda Avenue suddenly disappeared, giving way to old ramshackle houses and cites.xxxiii 
After a 10-minute walk, I finally arrived at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla. I took some time to 
contemplate its majestic façade: a two-story white building of neoclassical design, with its Ionic 
and Corinthian columns standing out. When I finally moved to enter the school, I realized there 
was no clear way to do so: the main entrance was boarded up, as were the building’s windows on 
the second floor. Tags and graffiti covered the ground-level walls of the façade. Confused, I 
walked around the building, until I finally found the gate that students and teachers used to enter 
the school, which was located some fifty meters away. Later that day, I learned the history of the 
Frontis. Ernesto, the school librarian who was also a Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla alumni, told me 
what had happened to it. During September of 2013, while teachers and students were away from 
school because of the National Holidays, a fire burned the school down. There were numerous 
conflicting stories about what caused the fire, but everyone agreed that it started on the morning 
of September 18, around 11 AM.  Although the firemen prevented the fire from spreading to 
183 
 
other buildings, the Frontis was destroyed. When students came back from the holidays, the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla’s main entrance and the courtyard connecting it with the rest of the 
school were both closed down. Then, as the school year continued, teachers, students, and 
families waited expectantly for the Santiago Municipality to use the insurance money to repair 
the Frontis. However, as Ernesto told me, no one ever saw that money or any repairs, a new 
Mayor was elected and, four years after the fire, the Frontis was still closed down. “Al perder el 
Frontis, el liceo perdió también algo que le daba su carácter”238 he concluded in a sad voice. 
The Frontis was indeed a symbol of oblivion for many school actors. For Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla students, it was also a forbidden place. Because of its hazardous condition, the 
courtyard leading to the Frontis was locked by a gate, although everyone could take a quick look 
from the other side of it and witness the decrepit state of the place. What once had been a 
magnificent building was now a ruin, its halls almost wholly burnt, charred books and furniture 
scattered all around the place. Some of the students had been into the building during school 
activities organized by Leonor and other teachers, or just after crossing the gate without 
authorization, usually during an occupation. These youths had encountered a shredded portrait of 
the school’s first Principal – a famous Latin American intellectual – still hanging over one of the 
walls, as the sole witness of a glorious past now long gone. The same man was portrayed on a 
bust in the locked courtyard, face to face with another bust dedicated to the school’s second 
Principal, an illustrious Chilean educational reformer of the early twentieth century. Both busts 
were dirty, stained with paint and pigeon droppings, and the plaques under them had been 
removed and possibly stolen. Around the busts, the grass and the weeds grew wild. Over the 
boarded portal that once connected the courtyard with the rest of the school, a wooden sign with 
                                               
238 When it lost its Frontis, the high school also lost something of its character. 
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the first verses of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla’s anthem was now covered with black spray paint 
and tarnish. From time to time, a teacher would enter the place, not for any kind of nostalgia but 
because the only staff-only bathrooms were located there. “Es un ejemplo de las condiciones en 
las que trabajamos,”239 Ernesto told me the first time he showed me around. As Ruperto, the 2M 
Religion teacher, once said to me, the Frontis reflected how abandoned the Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla was “por los de arriba.”240  
Like their teachers, student representatives also saw the Frontis as both a symbol and 
evidence that state actors had forgotten their school. During the CODECU meeting in which 
students decided to call a vote for the reflexive strike, and while discussing their demands 
regarding the school’s infrastructure, one of the cohort-group delegates raised the issue of the 
Frontis. He argued they should ask the Municipality to repair the building, but Tamara, the 
Executive Board President, seemed unsure. According to her, repairing the burnt building would 
cost as much as “tres veces lo que cuesta el liceo.”241 As one of the present cohort-group 
delegates, Sandra intervened. She suggested that the municipality should tear the old entrance 
down entirely and build a new one. However, another cohort-group delegate told her that was not 
possible since the building was considered “patrimonio”242 and by law could not be demolished. 
The conversation continued and then moved on to discussing other demands. In the end, when 
the Executive Board and the CODECU members wrote their list of internal demands to send to 
the Principal, the first headline was “Infraestructura,”243 and its first point was labeled “Frontis.” 
                                               
239 It is an example of the conditions in which we work. 
240 By those above us. 
241 Three times what all the rest of the school is worth. 




On this item, students demanded the recovery of “nuestro edificio patrimonial” which was in a 
condition of “evidente abandono por parte de la municipalidad.”244  
Even though several student representatives had never entered into the Frontis building, 
they knew about the different issues surrounding this situation. Its inclusion on their list of 
demands suggests that the students considered the access and use of this building to be part of 
the educational rights for which they were fighting. Notably, this means they considered a 
building that was constructed more than a hundred years ago to be theirs. The students’ demand 
to reopen the Frontis was one way that they were resisting the threat of oblivion. It was also a 
way that they were fighting for the state to take responsibility for its students and for public 
education as a whole. Of course, fighting against oblivion did not mean always succeeding. At 
the end of the school year, the Frontis was still closed down and inaccessible, and there were no 
announced repair plans for the near future. Once again, the material and institutional constraints 
these students encountered stacked the odds in favor of oblivion, but they did not erase the fact 
that these students and many others were making use of history in order to display their 
belonging to their comunidad escolar. 
Comunidad escolar is a term commonly used by school actors in Chile in order to refer to 
all the individuals who are part of any school – including students, teachers, staff, administrators, 
parents, and sometimes even alumni. In this sense, a comunidad escolar is little more than a kind 
of nomenclature for grouping people together. For a comunidad escolar to operate as a 
community of practice, however, is another matter altogether. For school actors to produce a 
comunidad escolar as a community of practice, is often harder than doing it with a cohort-group 
or a student government, mostly because it is hard to craft a domain of interest that can be shared 
                                               
244 Our heritage building / Obvious abandonment by the municipality. 
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by the many different actors of a comunidad escolar. In fact, I am not claiming that the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla comunidad escolar was a community of practice. What I am claiming is that 
by displaying their belonging to their comunidad escolar in the ways I discussed in this chapter – 
some of these, as members of other communities of practice, like that of the student government 
–, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students were claiming that this comunidad escolar was not only 
a grouping mechanism but a collective that had a historical existence, one that went way beyond 
the mere present that its members shared. These high school students were making use of history 
to enact their citizenship in a political act against oblivion. In doing so, they were proclaiming 
the legitimacy of their own existence (as well as that of their comunidad escolar, and that of 
public education as a whole) and projecting it into the future. 
6.4 Conclusions 
Student protests have allowed high school students to become relevant political actors in 
Chile during the last decade. Even more importantly, their political actions have allowed them to 
change the same schools in which they are being educated. Doing the work of changing their 
schools, requires these students to engage collectively in a series of sophisticated organizational 
and decision-making practices. Through these practices, students can question – but also 
reinforce – discourses of youth apathy that paint them as disengaged youth, and modify the 
institutional conditions in which they encounter state-sponsored citizenship education practices. 
High school students also have to work together to make these protest actions not only effective 
but legitimate in the eyes of different actors, such as their peers, teachers, parents, and other 
political interlocutors. They do this by keeping most of their actions within the borders of what 
these other actors considered “democratic” actions, even as they push and redefine those 
boundaries themselves. In doing all of this, high schoolers like those of the Liceo Muñoz 
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Hermosilla are not only challenging neoliberal educational policies or precarious school 
conditions. They are also fighting against oblivion and positioning themselves as members of a 
comunidad escolar: a collective of people with a historical existence that they keep producing in 
the present and to which they considered themselves to belong, as others have done before them 
and others might do after. 
The production of a comunidad escolar was indeed a significant goal for Liceo Muñoz 
Hermosilla students. A week after the occupation ended, the student government Executive 
Board and the CODECU drafted a report of the occupation to present to the school 
administrators. On it, they listed the damages suffered by the school, highlighted how some 
students had bonded over the experience and how the entire protest had promoted the inclusion 
of some of their migrant peers. However, they concluded that “actos violentos y los delitos 
cometidos provocaron desconfianza entre los estudiantes y ensuciaron la imagen de la toma 
como una forma de manifestación.”245 The same report announced the organization of a school 
festival, scheduled for July 7, the last day before Winter Break. The Executive Board then 
printed flyers about the festival, and handed these out all around the school. The content of the 
flyers reflected the link these students made between their political actions and the constant 
production of a comunidad escolar, as well as how they still held themselves responsible for this 
task, even if the occupation had backfired: 
Querida comunidad Muñoz Hermosillana: 
Como Directiva del Centro de Alumnos decidimos realizar esta feria para crear un 
ambiente más amigable, donde puedan ser partícipes de actividades que reclaman un 
trabajo colectivo. Queremos lograr la Paz dentro del liceo, recordándoles que en 
conjunto todo puede salir bien. Somos compañeros, somos amigas, somos hermanos y 
somos comunidad. Evitemos el individualismo, la desconfianza y, sobre todo, evitemos 
contagiarnos de las malas vibras por cosas que no tienen importancia. Somos una gran 
familia y debemos actuar con empatía para lograr los cambios tan anhelados, por eso, 
                                               
245 Violent acts and crimes ended up provoking distrust among students and damaged the occupation’s image as a 
form of protest. 
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esperamos que estas instancias nos ayuden a crear un espacio distinto dentro del liceo. 
Les deseamos de todo corazón unas muy felices vacaciones, ojalá puedan descansar 
como se debe para volver con las pilas totalmente cargadas y que… ¡Disfruten de este 
día, que es un regalo!246 
 
  
                                               
246 Dear Muñoz Hermosillan community: As the Executive Board of the student government, we decided to organize 
this festival in order to create a friendlier environment, where we can be part of activities that require collective 
work. We want to achieve Peace inside our high school, and remind you that when we do things together, everything 
can work out. We are classmates, we are friends, we are brothers and sisters and we are a community. Let us avoid 
individualism, distrust, and especially, let us avoid bad vibes because of things that are not that important. We are a 
big family and we should act with empathy to achieve the changes we want. That is why we hope activities like this 
one will help us in creating a different space inside our school. We wish you all a happy Winter Break. Get some 






Conclusion: Between hope and hopelessness 
 How does student mobilization affect the ways in which young people learn to be citizens 
inside and outside of Chilean public high schools? In this dissertation, I have answered this 
question, showing how the last decade of student protests has deeply affected public high school 
students’ citizenship education practices in Chile. I have also argued that high school students 
participate in the production of the state through these citizenship education practices, making 
use of the past to fight for the future they desire. As seen in the previous chapter, engaging in 
these practices did not always ensure that these students reached their objectives. The words 
Pelayo, the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla Music teacher, said to me while talking about the working 
conditions of his school, also applied to these young people. These students were constantly 
moving “entre la esperanza y la desesperanza,”247 and this was for me a constant reminder of 
the uncertainty this school’s actors – and by extension, Chilean public high school actors – 
constantly experienced. Hopelessness indicates the precarious situation of public education, 
especially after decades of neoliberal public policies that promoted individualism and 
competition, and hindered social cohesion and collective work. Hope, describes the possibility of 
modifying this situation, such as with new public policies, the concerted actions of citizens, and 
education itself. Hope and hopelessness as the two sides of the same coin – that of the 
                                               
247 Between hope and hopelessness. 
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indeterminacy of human life and history. Hope and hopelessness depending, at least partially, on 
the practices in which we all are continually engaging with others and how we are doing so.   
In this final chapter, I present the three main conclusions of this dissertation and discuss 
its social and educational implications. These conclusions are: 1) that civic engagement can take 
varied forms, especially in collective endeavors; 2) that high school students actively produce the 
state, both in their role as students and as social movements’ members; and 3) that one of the 
main ways in which students participate in this production is by making use of the past and 
imagining the future while enacting their citizenship. I conclude then with an epilogue about 
what happened with the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students and teachers once I left the field, as a 
way of showing how the following years illustrated some of the arguments of this dissertation, 
and how these events led me, as a researcher but especially as a Chilean educator and citizen, to 
move constantly between hope and hopelessness, too. 
C.1 The multiple faces of civic engagement and the importance of collective endeavors 
As I have shown, dominant discourses of youth apathy that circulate widely in Chilean 
high schools and the broader society present an image of young people as individualistic and 
disengaged, careless about their future and that of others, and moved only by their personal 
interests and wellbeing. The strength of these discourses is significant and they have important 
consequences for how adults relate to young people in different settings, including but not 
limited to educational ones. My research illustrates how these discourses miss the mark, and 
obscure the citizenship-related challenges that societies like Chile face today. 
The first way these discourses fail to capture the complexities of high school students’ 
civic engagement is because they assess it only based on selective evidence. This evidence is 
usually related to voting – or the estimated propensity to vote in the future, in the case of minors 
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– and participation in formal political organizations and parties. This epistemological and 
methodological orientation necessarily renders invisible a series of civic engagement practices in 
which young people do participate. By clinging to traditional notions of civic engagement, 
discourses of youth apathy fail to capture how this engagement changes throughout time and 
how human beings are constantly contesting and redefining what it means to be “civically 
engaged.” The case of the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla offered a clear example of how high 
schoolers are constantly enacting their citizenship both within and beyond their school. For these 
young people, student protests opened up a series of new opportunities for them to remake their 
civic engagement, teaching each other how to be safe while demonstrating in the streets or 
working together to maintain a legitimate occupation of their school, for example. Their actions 
were not irrational ones, and these students spent significant amounts of both time and energy 
engaging in processes of democratic citizenship education such as deliberation and collective 
decision-making. Rather than acknowledge that engagement, the discourses of youth apathy 
present at the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, consistently ignored this evidence of civic engagement 
and framed these young people as apathetic and irresponsible. 
A second way discourses of youth apathy fail to capture the complexity of civic 
engagement is that they focus on the individual student and her mental dispositions as if he or 
she exists in isolation. In doing so, these discourses fail to attend to the ongoing social practices 
that maintain any collective endeavor, whether it be a cohort-group, a student government, a 
comunidad escolar, or a social movement. For instance, discourses of youth apathy tend to take 
the individual as the basic unit of analysis, relying on forms of “evidence” that focus on 
individuals’ actions, such as voting rates, political party membership, and even the number of 
students running for a student government position. If youth are engaging less in these practices, 
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discourses of youth apathy claim, it is because the individuals are deciding not to do it. There are 
various dangers associated with this individualistic orientation. First, it is always dangerous to 
make assumptions about what is going on in individuals’ minds. Not only does that kind of 
speculation leave room for distortion, it also paves the way for “solutions” that do nothing to 
alter the material conditions and organizational means students encounter at their schools. 
Another problem with this perspective is that it assumes the collective to be a static entity rather 
than a cultural production that must be continually enacted through social practice. In essence, 
this is an issue of temporality. If apathy – as opposed to civic engagement – is supposed to be a 
lack of commitment towards a collective endeavor, then apathy can only be observed if the 
collective endeavor is already in the process of being produced. These discourses seem to 
assume that once “a collective” is named, it simply continues to exist as if it is an entity in and of 
itself. In contrast to this assumption, I showed that simply naming a collective does not bring it 
into existence. Collective endeavors are always in the process of being produced through 
ongoing social practices. The danger in assuming that any of these collective endeavors exists 
just by actors naming it is that it distracts from the complex and ongoing work of maintaining it, 
and that is the work of civic engagement. If we treat the products of civic engagement as if they 
do not require any work in order to continue existing, then it is no wonder why we assert an 
absence of civic engagement. Understanding students’ civic engagement requires a careful 
examination of how collective endeavors are being produced through concrete social practices in 
a particular moment in time. This orientation allows us to focus not on individual minds and the 
thoughts and feelings we believe reside within them, but on social practices and how, through 
them, human beings engage with others in complicated work of making, un-making, and re-
making various collective endeavors. 
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Countering discourses of youth apathy has significant educational implications. If the 
issue of civic engagement is an individual one, then citizenship education processes that try to 
instill civic dispositions in students might seem like a sufficient plan. Nevertheless, if the issue of 
civic engagement is a collective one, then educational practices aiming to foster it should give 
more attention to the production of collective endeavors than to how individuals acquire 
particular dispositions or attitudes. Further, recognizing the varied and imaginative ways in 
which high school students already are civically engaged in collective endeavors could be a 
fruitful path for educators to discover new resources and inspirations to foster the collective 
dimension of school life. Needless to say, educational projects that continue keeping 
individualism and competition as their guiding principles are also projects that risk transforming 
schools into barren soils for democratic citizenship education. 
C.2 Schools and social movements as a locus of state production 
As this work has repeatedly illustrated, the last decade of student protests in Chile had 
severe impacts on Chilean public high schools. Political mobilization has allowed students to run 
into new citizenship education opportunities, while also modifying the conditions under which 
they encounter state-sponsored citizenship education practices at their schools. Further, these 
students’ actions have led to new and concrete public educational policies, as seen with the 
creation of Citizenship Education Plans or the Bachelet Educational Reform. Because of all of 
this, the Chilean case is not only relevant for studying citizenship education, but for illuminating 
the political process of state-production as well. 
The “nature” of the state has been a heated topic in political anthropology, at least since 
Radcliffe-Brown claimed its non-existence in the phenomenal world (Radcliffe-Brown 1940; see 
also Abrams 2006[1977]; Vincent 1990). As I discussed in detail in Chapter 1, one of the 
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theoretical ways of understanding the state is as a structural effect (Mitchell 2006[1999]). 
Mitchell’s concept highlights how different techniques of coordination and distribution of time, 
space, and bodies produce not only disciplined subjects but also the boundaries between the state 
and civil society. Schools are certainly a locus of these techniques. What Scott (1998) calls a 
“system of legibility,” and Centeno and Ferraro (2014) define as the “infrastructural” capacity of 
the state – and even what these last authors call the state’s “symbolic” capacity – are nothing but 
the products of how state actors deploy these techniques in different settings. Schools are one of 
the most important and widespread of these settings, as the history of citizenship education in 
Chile illustrates. 
However, what this study also demonstrates, is that schools are not only places where 
these techniques are deployed in order to produce disciplined modern subjects, but are also 
places where human beings engage with these techniques through social practices. In doing so, 
these actors become participants in the process of producing their citizenship – or, using Ong’s 
terms (1996), they negotiate their self-making with the being-made process to which they are 
subjected. At the same time, these actors also become participants in the process of state-
production: the product of this negotiation is not only the citizen but also the state. The school 
becomes, in this way, a setting where the boundaries between the state, civil society, and other 
social domains can be reinforced, contested, and even re-traced in a completely different way. 
This quotidian production of the state is, in fact, happening within high schools. When a 
teacher tells their students that the state is in charge of providing the required resources for their 
education, and a student counters that the state “no está ni ahí” with them, what we are seeing is 
one interaction in which the boundaries of the structural effect of the state are being contested. 
Through several of these interactions and their outcomes, as well as through the new interactions 
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these outcomes generate, state-projects can be reinforced or eroded. Citizenship education 
practices within high schools allow students to engage in different collective endeavors and to 
participate actively in the production of the state as a sociopolitical and historical phenomenon. 
Of course, schools are not the only locus of state-production in which high school 
students participate. They also engage in this process through their participation in social 
movements. Over the last ten years, the Chilean Student Movement has aimed to modify the 
state’s sphere of action, particularly at the educational level. Through contentious politics, 
students in Chile have tried to produce a different state – meaning a different set of techniques 
for governing people and producing citizens, and also a different structural effect than the one 
they encountered when they became students for the first time. In some ways, one could even say 
that they have succeeded in producing a different state. However, victory as a final and definitive 
stage is an impossible goal, since the state is never wholly made, but it is always constantly in a 
process of production. 
Understanding the state, its production, and its relations with schools and social 
movements in this way also has important implications. It helps us to see that educational 
processes in settings like those mentioned here are inherently political. This assertion is 
important for challenging discourses claiming schools should be “apolitical” institutions, as it 
shows that this is impossible by definition, or at least as long as modern societies task these 
institutions with the education of citizens. This understanding also illuminates the role of 
educational processes within social movements, showing how these processes are not part of any 
separate dimension of contentious politics, but an essential component of any contestation of 
political cultures and state actions (Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998). Finally, 
comprehending the state-production in this way also reveals the contentious component that 
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always exists in citizenship education processes. Simply recognizing the contentious nature of 
citizenship education can help educators to engage more productively with students as active and 
transformative citizens. 
C.3 The temporal dimension of citizenship 
As I stated in the Introduction, the particular form that modern citizenship takes in 
specific historical and social contexts depends upon the different meanings, practices, and social 
relations with which it is directly associated. I also proposed that understanding citizenship as a 
cultural phenomenon requires us to examine it from a political, educational, and historical 
perspective. As my study shows, all of these components and perspectives of what citizenship is 
are traversed by one key element that is not usually sufficiently highlighted in most studies: 
citizenship’s temporal dimension. 
Citizenship is always being produced or achieved in the present. Nevertheless, at the 
same time, people enact their citizenship considering possible futures. As previously discussed, 
people’s civic engagement can maintain, modify, or erode already-existing social orders. 
Knowing this does not necessarily require one to be a social researcher. In fact, many educators 
and policy-makers alike would likely assert that citizenship education is motivated by the idea 
that how citizens learn to act – or learn to relate to one another and to the state – will shape the 
social order of tomorrow. This is one of the ways in which the future becomes relevant for 
citizenship education. As students engage in their citizenship education, they also anticipate 
possible futures. Students like the ones presented in this study enacted their citizenship while 
anticipating the future places to which that process could lead them. They sometimes dreamed of 
a different, fairer future, without the precarity and inequalities of the present and when dignity 
would be a right and not a privilege, and they acted to try to actualize that imagined future in the 
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present. Other times, they anticipated darker scenarios and threats that could materialize at any 
given moment, and they prepared so they would be able to face them. Most of the time, when 
these students worked towards a particular idealized future, they would imagine the benefits of 
that future for themselves as well as for others.  The ways that the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students were enacting their citizenship in the present repeatedly tied to how they were 
imagining the future they wanted to build. 
Like the future, the past is also relevant for how people learn to enact their citizenship. 
First, to navigate the present, human beings always have to take into account the sediments of the 
past (Varenne and McDermott 1998). Second, human beings are constantly making use of that 
past in order to achieve their current collective endeavors. Human beings’ relationships with the 
past are mediated by how they engage and make sense of its traces, but also by how they and 
others make use of the products of this engagement. The unequal control of the means of 
historical production, as Trouillot (1995) puts it, affects how humans can access this past and 
make use of history. Differential control of the means of historical communication does, too. 
Throughout this work, I have shown how gaining access to different means of historical 
production and communication, is a political action in which students often engage in Chilean 
public high schools. As they were watching a play about the cordones industriales, being 
informed about students from another time who were murdered by a dictatorship, or fighting to 
save an old school building, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students were learning about the past as 
well as making use of history to build the futures they desired. 
Considering the temporal dimension of citizenship is of vital importance for educational 
researchers, policymakers, and educators, especially in times when developmental notions of 
citizenship education – and education in general – are transforming the future into a static finish 
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line rather than an ever-changing inspiration. When this happens, the present becomes not a time 
of action, but a time of waiting. The future can inspire and liberate our present only insofar as it 
is understood not as a predetermined endpoint but as an indeterminate time yet to be defined. We 
should be wary of future-oriented citizenship education practices that see the future as an already 
clear path or set of paths from which we can choose as if it were a multiple choice test. In the 
best-case scenario, this type of educational practice does not take full advantage of the 
inspirational power the future can have. In the worst, it hampers students’ freedom and limits 
their active appropriation of and resistance to the educational practices they encounter in their 
classrooms and schools. 
In the same way, the educational potential of the past needs to be further considered and 
highlighted by scholars and practitioners. At least since the 19th century, it is widespread 
common-sense that historical knowledge and its associated learnings have a profound impact on 
the education of the modern citizen (Carretero and Castorina 2010; Muñoz Delaunoy and 
Ossandón Millavil 2013; Serrano, Ponce de León, and Rengifo 2012b; Siede 2012). However, 
there is more than one way of learning history, just as there is more than one way to make use of 
it. To better examine the different ways in which people relate to the past, anthropologists and 
historians might collaborate in the joint development of a subfield like that of historical 
consciousness. In doing this, we would deepen our understanding of how human beings use this 
past for their political actions and citizenship education in the present. 
C.4 Epilogue: Hopelessness and hope 
On December 17, 2017, the right-wing candidate Sebastián Piñera was elected President 
of Chile for the second time, obtaining 54.58% of the total votes and defeating Alejandro 
Guillier, the candidate representing the continuation of the Bachelet progressive reforms. Piñera 
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ran on a platform promising the reactivation of the economy and harshly criticizing the Bachelet 
government for “el equivocado itinerario recorrido en los últimos años, que ha sumido a nuestro 
país en el estancamiento, la confrontación y el pesimismo”248 (Piñera 2017, 21). For many Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla students and teachers, Piñera’s victory was bad news. The newly-elected 
President had proposed to halt the expansion of free college education, reestablish admission 
processes in schools financed with public funds, and re-authorize subsidized private schools to 
charge school fees. Still, some student activists like Miguel, were excited about this 
development. According to this student activist, the election of Piñera – a neoliberal hardliner 
who had struggled during his first presidency with the then emergent Chilean Student Movement 
– would stimulate student protests, allowing the movement to regain its lost cohesion and to push 
forward and obtain real and enduring changes. “Va a estar entretenido el próximo año,”249 he 
said to me with a mischievous smile as he prepared to leave the school for the Summer Break. 
Facing the same event, and for different reasons, hope and hopelessness seemed to be in the air. 
I went back to the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla on the first school day of 2018. Students, 
teachers, administrators, and even some parents were reunited in the school backyard to start the 
new school year together. Most students were wearing their complete school uniform, a sight I 
only occasionally witnessed during my previous time at the school. I ran into several 2M 
students who were coming back from their Summer Break. Some of them looked the same, while 
others seemed to have become adults in the few months that we had not seen one another. 
Raskolnikov told me he was planning to run for President of the student government Executive 
Board that year and that some of his 2M classmates were running for the other open positions. 
                                               
248 The wrong itinerary of recent years, which has plunged our country into stagnation, confrontation, and 
pessimism. 
249 Next year is going to be fun. 
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Our conversation finished once one of the school administrators called for the students, and they 
lined up in the center of the backyard, divided by cohort-groups. Estella, the school’s guidance 
counselor, opened the event with remarks that highlighted the importance of the “espíritu Muñoz 
Hermosillano” and how this school was “una comunidad comprensiva donde se respetan los 
derechos de todos y todas las personas.”250 She also highlighted how several migrant students 
had enrolled at the school that year and in the past, and that the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla wanted 
to recognize “la riqueza cultural de los países que forman esta comunidad.”251 Indeed, in one of 
the sides of the yard, a series of flags were hanging. They were the flags of Venezuela, Bolivia, 
Peru, Colombia, Chile, and Ecuador, as well as the Wiphala and the flag of the Mapuche people. 
In her following comments, the Vice Principal of the school explicitly pointed to these flags, 
referring to them as a sign of how “el liceo se reinventa.”252 As she did, I remembered when 
Simón, a Venezuelan student, had first come up with the idea to set up those flags. He had 
offered the idea during the focus group I conducted with migrant students the previous year. 
Simón had shared that he had proposed the idea of displaying “las banderas de las diferentes 
nacionalidades que habemos aquí” to the student government Executive Board “porque por el 
ojo se guía el, el extranjero, y ver que por lo menos la bandera de su país está en el liceo, le va a 
ayudar a pensar que él es parte del liceo.”253 I smiled to myself. Hope. 
When the event finished, the students went to their new classrooms. I wandered around 
the school, looking for the teachers I knew. Ernesto was in the library, as usual, dealing with the 
distribution of the textbooks the Ministry of Education had sent for the new school year. Leonor 
                                               
250 Muñoz Hermosillan spirit. / An understanding community, where the rights of everyone are respected. 
251 The cultural richness of the countries that make up this community. 
252 This high school reinvents itself. 
253 The flags of the different nationalities that we have here. / Because the eye guides the foreigner, and seeing that 
at least the flag of his country is in the high school, it will help him to think that he is part of the high school, too. 
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was setting up a stand to inform students about her Human Rights workshop and to invite them 
to sign up for it. She had decided to shift gears a little and to focus her workshop’s yearly work 
on students learning more about the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla’s history, especially during the 
Pinochet dictatorship. I could not speak with Juanelo that day: he was now an 11th grade Head 
teacher and was working with his cohort-group in their classroom. At the Teachers’ Lounge, I 
ran into Areta. We talked for a while about the Summer Break and the soon to be inaugurated 
President, and then I asked her what plans she had for the Citizenship class. With a sad voice, 
she told me the class was not going to be offered during the 2018 school year. Administrators 
have decided that the Citizenship class could not be taught since it was only going to be offered 
to the students opting out of the Religion class and that could be considered as a discriminatory 
measure. A solution would have been to provide this class with an exclusive slot in the students’ 
weekly schedule, so that everyone could attend it, but lack of time and resources had made this 
impossible. In the end, the school administrators had decided the best solution was simply for the 
class not to be taught. When I asked what would happen with the time the class had used during 
2017, Areta told me that students who now decided to opt-out of the Religion class would attend 
a class about studying techniques. In fact, that class was what she was preparing for at that 
moment. We both agreed it was a loss, both for the school and for the students. Hopelessness. 
The school year of 2018 moved along as previous years had. Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students attended their classes, participated in their different workshops, and set up stands for the 
Book and the Sea Fairs. Student protests began earlier in the year and all over the country, 
although what fueled them was not the election of Sebastián Piñera as Miguel had predicted. A 
new wave of feminist protests against violence towards women and sexual abuses gave the 
student movement a renewed strength (Zerán 2018). Demanding non-sexist education programs 
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and the end of sexual abuses within educational institutions, the feminist and student movement 
converged in their actions (Errázuriz 2019). Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students supported these 
demands, too. At the same time, they continued protesting the precarious conditions of their 
school and of public education in general.  
In June 2018, and during a Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla occupation, an accidental fire started 
in the school. The flames burned down the Teachers’ Lounge and severely damaged some of the 
classrooms. After the fire was controlled, the Mayor of the Santiago Municipality evicted the 
occupation and declared that the people responsible for the fire would be found and prosecuted. 
The Mayor also announced that the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla would be closed for the rest of the 
school year – until December – and its students and teachers would be distributed among other 
high schools in the same municipality. For the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla, this was a death 
sentence: because of the voucher system used to fund public schools, this meant that most of the 
school’s resources would be funneled toward other educational institutions, with little chance of 
recovering this money afterwards. At that moment in time, oblivion seemed to have won the 
final battle. Hopelessness. 
Still, all was not lost. The comunidad escolar fought back, this time becoming a 
community of practice. Students, teachers, parents, and even alumni got together in order to 
challenge the Mayor’s decision. They attended the Municipal Council meetings to present their 
viewpoints, sent letters to authorities, fundraised, and organized demonstrations and cultural 
events, trying to gain support from different state and civil society actors. Their primary demand 
was for all Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students and teachers to be transferred together to another 
place – as the municipality had done with other schools in the previous years – in order for the 
comunidad escolar to stay together. Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla members also had to face 
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discourses of youth apathy, especially from people who believed the whole situation to be the 
fault of disengaged and irrational students who had set fire to their own school and who should 
now have to face the consequences. In response to these discourses, Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla 
students, parents, teachers, and alumni responded by proving that not only the students but the 
whole comunidad escolar cared about their school. On a cold morning of July, for example, 
several Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students sat down on chairs in the sidewalk facing the now 
burnt down school building, surrounded by their parents and many alumni of the school, while 
Leonor taught a class about the history of Chilean public education and its relevance, using just a 
whiteboard and a marker. At the end of this “class in the street,” students, parents, and teachers 
got together and took a picture holding a banner that said: “Más de cien años de historia no 
pueden terminar así.”254 Through actions like these, this comunidad escolar was able to get the 
Mayor to change his plans. He finally announced the school would be repaired entirely – 
including not only the damages caused by the fire but also the ones caused by years of 
abandonment. He also assured to Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students and teachers that they would 
be relocated together while the repairs were made. The victory was bittersweet because in the 
meantime, many students had already decided to transfer to other schools, and tensions among 
teachers and administrators had increased. Nonetheless, the comunidad escolar was still there, 
being produced. The fight against oblivion was not over yet. Hope. 
 
In October 2019, Chile experienced the beginning of its most massive social revolt since 
the end of the Pinochet dictatorship – and maybe, since the beginning of its history as an 
independent nation. After the Piñera government announced an increase of thirty Chilean pesos 
                                               
254 More than a hundred years of history cannot end like this. 
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in the subway fare,xxxiv high schoolers organized several massive “evasion protests” against the 
fare increase, jumping over the subway’s turnstiles and calling others to do it. The government 
responded, first by rejecting any possibility of even discussing the measure and then with more 
police presence in the subway stations. The tensions grew exponentially as more and more 
people who were not students joined the protests. On October 18, violent demonstrations against 
the increased transportation fare led the Santiago subway to suspend all of its services. That 
night, arsons were reported in at least twenty subway stations throughout the city. The 
government declared a state of emergency, the military went out to the streets, and several cities 
experienced a military curfew for the first time since the end of the Pinochet dictatorship. 
This militarization only fueled the demonstrators’ outrage, boosting social protests to 
unseen levels. Hundreds of thousands went out to the streets, demanding changes to the 
educational, health and pensions system, the end of abuse from business people, politicians, and 
the ruling elites, and a new constitution. By October 25, more than one million two hundred 
thousand people were demonstrating at Plaza Italia and the protests continued during the 
following weeks. The government reacted with military and police violence, leading several 
national and international organizations to denounce the severe human rights violations being 
committed by agents of the Chilean state (Amnistía Internacional 2019; Human Rights Watch, 
n.d.; Instituto Nacional de Derechos Humanos 2019). As protests and violence in the streets did 
not waver, the Piñera government found itself with its back against the wall. On November 15, 
the government accepted a democratic referendum for the people to decide about replacing the 
1980 Constitution. Nonetheless, protests have continued uninterrupted throughout the country 
since October, and thousands still demonstrate in the streets under the slogans “Chile despertó” 
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and “No son 30 pesos, son 30 años.”255 Hope and hopelessness, as well as the past, present, and 
future were all tied together during times of social revolt and unrest that were without precedent 
in the history of the country. 
It was in this context of social turmoil and upheaval that the 2M students finally 
graduated from high school in December of 2019. Since the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla building 
was still not functional, the graduation ceremony was held in a historic theater nearby the still 
closed-down school. That day, I met Leonor a couple of blocks away from the theater. She was 
wearing a formal dress and was not attending the ceremony as a school teacher, but as the invited 
guest of one of her former students. Leonor had been fired from the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla at 
the end of 2018, once a new Principal had been appointed. Many of the teachers with whom I 
worked during my time at the school had also been ousted, like Ernesto and Juanelo. The rumor 
running around was that they had been fired because of their active opposition against the Mayor 
the year before, when he had attempted to separate Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla students and 
teachers and send them to various different schools.  
As Leonor and I were getting closer to the theater, we heard a gleeful yelp of excitement 
and saw several students running towards her, surprised yet joyous to see their beloved former 
teacher at their graduation. 2M students seemed happy to see me too, and we took some time 
catching up about their lives over the past years, and especially their experiences in the 
turbulence of recent months. Many of the students I had met were not there, though. Elcor was 
now a single mother and had dropped out of school soon after I ended my fieldwork. Zen, 
Jordan, and Chico had repeated 11th grade, and Chico had ultimately decided he would do better 
if he transferred to another school. Joel, Lucho, and Tcharlaymix all made the same decision, for 
                                               
255 Chile woke up / It’s not about thirty pesos, it is about thirty years. 
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varied reasons. Raskolnikov was at the ceremony, but he was not wearing the school uniform. 
Later he told me that after the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla fire of 2018, he, as the student 
government Executive Board President, felt blamed and persecuted by several adults and ended 
up dropping out of school. Hopelesness. 
As the students lined up in the street to enter the theater, Leonor and I walked inside the 
building, but the new Principal of the school got to Leonor and asked her to leave, arguing that 
she was not invited to the ceremony. It did not matter that Leonor showed the Principal her 
invitation, nor that some parents, teachers, and I all tried to reason with the Principal; she did not 
change her mind. Several students were still lined up outside of the theater. They noticed the 
situation, and started chanting and demonstrating so their former teacher would be allowed to 
attend the ceremony. It was Leonor who asked them to stop and just to enjoy their graduation 
because it was for them and not for her. She sat down on a bench outside of the theater and 
stayed there for the almost three hours that the ceremony lasted, waiting to congratulate her 
former students. For most of us there, it was a teaching moment, but definitely a sad one. 
Hopelessness. 
The graduation ceremony proceeded without any other interruptions. The school’s 
Principal gave a speech in which she reassured the attendants that by 2020, the students and 
teachers would be back to the old – and now repaired – Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla school building. 
In the name of all their teachers, Sara also gave a speech to the students, mostly talking about the 
passage of time, but making subtle nods to the Chilean social revolt and her colleagues who had 
been fired. When students were called to the stage to receive their high school diplomas, some of 
them covered one of their eyes, in a sign of solidarity with the more than two hundred people 
who had been hurt or lost their eyes due to police violence in street protests since October 18. 
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Esteban – who in 2019 had become the new student government Executive Board President – 
Federico, and Pablo, even did this using cloth patches and red painting to simulate blood. 
“¡Hasta que la dignidad se haga costumbre!”256 a female student yelled to the audience, once 
she received her diploma from the Principal. The ceremony finished with a speech from a student 
selected by their peers and approved by the school administrators. I did not know him, and as he 
started thanking the students’ parents for all the work they had done for their children, it seemed 
like his remarks were going to be representative of a traditional graduation speech. Yet, after 
noting how important teachers were for the comunidad Muñoz Hermosillana, the student 
asserted that some of them had been fired for unfair reasons, and explicitly mentioned Leonor, 
pointing to the fact that she was outside. The theater exploded in applause. The student waited 
until the clapping faded, and then continued, talking about the Mayor’s short-sighted measures 
for the school, and how the Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla was “uno de los tantos liceos que están 
afectados profundamente, también por una profunda crisis de la educación en Chile.”257 He then 
moved to connect this with the Chilean social revolt: 
Chile, que tiene un gobierno que tanto habla de paz pero nunca nos ha hablado de paz. 
Nos educan en base a la competencia  y ese es el principio de cualquier tema. A pesar de 
eso, sepan que nunca se va a apagar la llama que tenemos los jóvenes dentro, porque 
queremos cambios y contamos con las energías para hacerlos. Nosotros, los estudiantes, 
que tuvimos la capacidad de despertar a un Pueblo entero de chilenos oprimidos, con 
anhelos de una vida digna.258 
 
It was hard to listen to the rest of the student’s speech, because of the ceaseless applause 
that accompanied most of it. As he was finishing, a group of students covering one of their eyes 
                                               
256 Until dignity becomes the norm! 
257 One of the many high schools that are deeply affected by a deep educational crisis in Chile. 
258 Chile, which has a government that talks so much about peace but has never talked to us about peace. We are 
educated based on competition, and that is the beginning of any subject. Despite of that, know that the flame that we, 
young people, have inside us, is never going to go out, because we want changes and we have the energy to achieve 




entered the scenario with two canvases. One of these said: “La lucha continua hasta que se 
acabe esta dictadura.”259 The other said: “Los ojos de los estudiantes acusan al liceo 
encubridor.”260 “Somos millones de almas despiertas” the student giving the speech emphasized, 
“con derecho legítimo de protesta y un poder que es proporcional a nuestra unidad. No bajen 
los brazos hasta que el Pueblo obtenga la victoria. Muchas gracias.”261 The parents who were 
present stood up from their seats clapping, and the rest of the students started jumping and 
chanting against police violence. At a distance, I saw that Raskolnikov was now among his 
former peers, too.  The teacher acting as master of ceremonies got to the microphone and 
thanked students for demonstrating with respect. This, he continued, was evidence too of the 
learnings their educators expected students would acquire throughout their school life, and then 
finished: “Esto muestra que no lo hemos hecho tan mal.”262 Hope. 
When the graduation ceremony ended, I joined Leonor as she congratulated her former 
students outside of the theater. Then we both walked back towards the old Frontis of the Liceo 
Muñoz Hermosilla. I told her that, despite the repeated protests that had occurred since October 
and all the damages that they had caused, the building looked almost exactly as it did the first 
time I saw it, almost three years ago. As Leonor’s cellphone rang and she answered it, I also said 
to myself that, maybe, what Chile was witnessing at the end of 2019 was nothing but the final 
earthquake in a series of telluric contradictions that had been building up for a long time. A 
series of telluric contradictions that high school students had been able to perceive a long time 
ago, before most of the country did.  
                                               
259 This fight will continue until this dictatorship ends. 
260 The eyes of the students accuse the public high school of being an accessory after the fact. 
261 We are millions of awake souls / With a legitimate right to protest and a power that is proportional to our unity. 
Do not lower your arms until the People achieves victory. Thank you. 
262 This shows that we have not done it so badly. 
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Hanging up her cellphone, Leonor told me that one of her students’ parents had invited us 
for lunch in order to celebrate her daughter’s graduation. I excused myself since I had a meeting 
to attend, and we said goodbye in front of the school. I stayed there for a couple more minutes, 
examining the old building that had once housed one of the first Chilean public high schools, and 
that now housed the workers that inside it, were finally repairing its foundations, preparing for 
students to return in the future. 
And I thought about hopelessness. 
And I thought about hope. 
  And I thought that, in a way, the name of the street where I was standing and where the 
Liceo Muñoz Hermosilla and many other schools still stood, was a little ironic, but also beautiful 
and heartening. 
So, I put my notebook back in my pocket and headed towards the subway station, 








i In Chile, the school year begins in March and ends in December. The school Summer Break lasts from January to 
February. 
ii The school’s name is a pseudonym. Pseudonyms have also been used for the names of students, teachers, 
administrators, and all participants and persons mentioned in this study who are not public authorities.  
iii The Chilean territory is divided into regions, regions are divided into provinces, and provinces are divided into local 
municipalities. There are 345 local municipalities throughout the country, and each one has a Mayor and a local 
Council, elected democratically by the municipality neighbors. The Santiago Municipality is located in the city of 
Santiago, it is the third most populous municipality of the country, and includes the entire historic Downtown 
neighborhood of the capital city, where most state buildings are located (including the presidential palace, La Moneda). 
As it is explained in detail in Chapter 2, public high schools depend directly on the local municipal government since 
the neoliberal educational reform of the 1980s. 
iv The Vulnerability Index (Indice de Vulnerabilidad Escolar or IVE) is calculated every year by the Junta Nacional 
de Auxilio Escolar y Becas (an office of the National Ministry of Education) in order to measure the socioeconomic 
and educational vulnerability of the students enrolled in the educational system. The IVE is expressed in a percentage 
ranging from 0 to 100, according to the proportion of students who are considered to be in a vulnerable condition. 
This index is later used as a criterion for the assignment of special resources and supports to schools with a high level 
of students in a vulnerable condition. 
v The number two refers to “Segundo Medio” or “2º Medio” which is the name that 10th grade receives in the Chilean 
educational system. 
vi All these pseudonyms were chosen by the students themselves 
vii By March 1, 2017. 
viii The Programa de Archivos Escolares UC (or PAE UC) is a program of the History Institute of the Pontificia 
Universidad Católica de Chile, that works directly with Chilean public schools in order to retrieve, conserve and 
promote the value of their historical school archives. 
 
CHAPTER 1 
ix Not including at least three mentions in published CAE Presidential Addresses, the 2016 George and Louise Spindler 
Award Acceptance Speech and the “Reflections from or the field” section. The final count neither includes two 
mentions of the word “citizens,” one mention of “civic classes” and three mentions of the word “civic.” 
x According to Ranciére, the distribution of the sensible is "the system of self-evident facts of sense perception that 
simultaneously discloses the existence of something in common and the delimitations that define the respective parts 
and positions within it (...) This apportionment of parts and positions is based on a distribution of spaces, times, and 
forms of activity that determines the very manner in which something in common lends itself to participation and in 
what way various individuals have a part in this distribution (…) The distribution of the sensible reveals who can have 
a share in what is common to the community based on what they do and on the time and space in which this activity 
is performed" (Rancière, 2004a, 12). 
 
CHAPTER 2 
xi Until 1854, when the first Normal School for women was opened, only men were formally trained as 
schoolteachers in Chile. 
xii The high school plan of studies also included five classes of math, four classes of sciences, four classes of modern 
languages and two classes of Catholic catechism. 
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xiii Public high schools for women were not established in Chile until 1893. 
xiv A position corresponding with the US Secretary of State. 
xv Among these changes were the reduction of the presidential term from six to four years and the end of the 
irremovability of the Commanders in Chief of the Armed Forces (“Presidente Lagos” 2005). 
 
CHAPTER 3 
xvi A new national curricular framework for high schools started to be implemented in Chile during 2016. Since this 
was a gradual reform, the new national curriculum was not implemented for 10th grade classes until 2018. Since the 
fieldwork informing this study was conducted mainly during 2017, the curricular framework analyzed in these pages 
is the one that was in effect by that year.  
xvii In Chile, each yearly HGSS curricular program from 7th to 12th grade is divided in four different unidades or 
units.  
xviii Each school decides which religious orientation to follow in this. According to a PNUD report, public schools in 
Chile offer only Catholic and Evangelical Protestantism religion classes (Montecinos et al. 2017). 
xix The National Minors Service (Servicio Nacional de Menores or SENAME) is a Chilean state institution depending 
from the Ministry of Justice and Human Rights. Its mission is to protect the rights of minors who are facing the justice 
system and to regulate adoptions in the country. 
xx In 2010, during the first government of Michelle Bachelet, the Memory and Human Rights Museum was inaugurated, 
attempting to “make visible the human rights violations perpetrated by the Chilean State between 1973 and 1990; 
dignify its victims and their families; and stimulate reflection and debate about the importance of respect and tolerance 
so events like these are never repeated” (Museo de la Memoria y los Derechos Humanos, n.d.). 
xxi Although these terms were created by the teacher, her distinction resembled the one established by Michael Mann 
between the “despotic” and the “infrastructural” power of the state (Centeno and Ferraro 2014). 
 
CHAPTER 4 
xxii In the Chilean educational system, grades go from 1 to 7. 
xxiii As done in Chapter 3, this analysis is made with the curricular frameworks in effect during 2017.  
xxiv Around thirty-three cents of a dollar. 
xxv In these results, I have not considered the four students who were not a part of this cohort-group. Nonetheless, it is 
interesting to see that some of them were “known” by the students who answered the sociogram – some of these even 
declaring these non-classmates were their friends – which reinforces the idea that several students were not aware of 
the names of their own classmates. 
 
CHAPTER 5 
xxvi One exception to this, are certain feminist student protests in which female students demonstrate directly 
addressing their male peers, denouncing the sexist practices and traditions they maintain in their schools (Errázuriz 
2019). 
xxvii The most conservative estimates are those informed by Carabineros de Chile – the National Police Department –
, while the demonstration’s organizers reported the most liberal ones.  
xxviii This decision seemed to contradict the anti-student protest discourse of the new Mayor of the Santiago 
Municipality, which I discuss in Chapter 6. However, the risk of not authorizing students to attend demonstrations 
was that they would just skip classes in order to do it. Since public school funding in Chile is dependent on students’ 
attendance, this contradiction might be explained as a compromise of the Mayor to avoid reducing the Municipality’s 
educational funds.   
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xxix  Plaza Italia is popularly known as the point that divides the eastern upper-class neighborhoods from the rest of 
the city of Santiago and is commonly used to celebrate national sports victories. The square’s official name is Plaza 
Baquedano. Plaza Italia is a smaller square, located nearby Plaza Baquedano, but people usually mix up their names. 
During the Chilean social revolt of 2019, the square was rebaptized by protesters as Plaza Dignidad.  
 
CHAPTER 6 
xxx The columns “State actors addressed” were not in the original whiteboard. I have added them for analytic 
purposes. 
xxxi This is the name given in Chile to crack cocaine. 
xxxii The State Credit for College is a public policy implemented in Chile in 2005 that allows students to ask a 
college-loan from a bank and put the state as their guarantor. 
xxxiii A cité is a group of continuously constructed houses, facing altogether a private common space that is shared by 
its inhabitants. Cités were used in Chilean cities as a solution for workers’ housing problems during the early 20th 
century, in order to deal with the increasing migration flows from the country to the city (Urbina 2002). 
 
CONCLUSION 
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